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       It is with great gratitude to God almighty that I write this few 

words of introduction on Orthodox faith and practices. I humble 
myself before God Almighty for making me instrumental in taking 
up this journey. It is the grace of God that equipped me in  
embarking this voyage which is otherwise an impossible task for 
me. What I have prepared here is only a tangential presentation 
of Orthodoxy hence not an in-depth one. But I hope that this 
will produce some aroma to arouse the "taste buds"of Christians 
seeking the true faith.

 Malankara Orthodox Church certainly bears the undoubtable 
linage of the Apostolic faith. Even though the Church was not 
physically associated with the Ecumenical Councils of the early 
centuries, uninterruptedly the Church maintained the qualities 
of the Apostolic faith while subsequently accepting the inter-
pretations and definitions of the three Ecumenical Councils of 
Nicea, Constantinople and Ephesus. The Orthodox Churches hold 
their autonomous leadership and independent administration at  
national, provincial and parochial levels. They also have to cope 
with the cultural background of their  locality without breaking 
the Christian principles, and give emphasis to communal harmony. 
While engaging   and interpreting other religious related issues,  
Christian Church has to be  familiar with the Indian cultural  
scenario as well. It is true that many foreign missionaries had 

 PREFACE
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contributed towards the nurturing of Christianity in India but it 
is equally true that, their attempts had the damaging outcome 
of the diluting of the true faith. Christians in general should be  
enabled to carry out Christian mission effectively within the Indian 
cultural background through their life and practices in the society. 

This brief study is a humble attempt to enlighten the readers 
in this  direction. May The Holy Spirit  lead us in the "Right 
Path" as shown by our Lord Jesus Christ to accomplish His Great  
Commission: "Go and make Disciples and teaching them to obey  
everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with 
you always, to the end of the age.” "(St. Matthew 28:20). So let 
us obey His teachings first and then make the attempt of teaching 
and preaching to others. Jesus first "did"and then only preached 
(Acts 1:1). Our witnessing becomes a failure because we do not 
"do" what we believe, but only preach like the religious leaders at 
the time of our Lord. We have to face this challenge and correct 
our methods of witnessing Christ among other people around us. 
I hope and pray that this study will give us some light to walk in 
the right path by "being a witness" not merely "bearing witness"  
discarding the pain of Christian discipleship. The Christian message 
spread all over the world in the early centuries, because true  
believers  were ready to sacrifice their lives to protect Christian 
faith which they practised in their day to day life. Let us also follow 
them as they followed Christ our Lord.

 The content of this book was written by me in1988 and was 
published in Malayalam language in the book "Nervazhiyil"of 
Divyabodhanam series. This translation was done by me for the 
benefit of wider readership around the world.

I have to put on record my deep respect and homage to my  great 
teachers who shaped my thinking in the Orthodox theological 
framework. They are of blessed memory: H.G.Dr Paulose Mar 
Gregorios , H. G.Dr. Geevarghese Mar Osthathios,H.G. Mathews 
Mar Barnabas,and Rev.Fr.Dr.V.C.Samuel.My deep gratitude is also 
extended to Rev.Dr. Fr.T.J.Joshua and Rev.Fr.Dr.K.M.George.



9

◆ WALK THE WAY ◆

I express my heartfelt gratitude to my loving colleague Reverend 
Father Abraham Thomas (Abey Achen) who took the pain in going 
through the whole manuscript of this book and make necessary 
corrections and additions. He was kind enough to furnish the  
‘Foreword’ which explains the theological motif of the Book. I wish 
him all good in his teaching ministry at the Orthodox Theological 
Seminary, Kottayam and in his ecumenical ministry as the Secretary 
of the Department of Ecumenical Relations of the Church.

I also thank my friend Donn (George Varghese)  from Cheppad 
for helping me providing the Icons in this book. I should not forget 
the name of my son Cyril Cherian who did the graphic designing 
and cover page settings.

 Rev. Father Iyoob OIC of Bethany Aashram is the driving force 
behind the publication of this ebook project. He encouraged me 
and gave me all the needed guidance regarding the format of this 
book. My sincere thanks to him for his computer assistances.

 Once more,thankingThe Triune God Almighty, I humbly submit 
this book to the faithful"people of God"all over the world.

                                                        July 3rd,2020.   
St.Thomas' Day,

  FR.C C Cherian. Kottayam.
✉ frcccherian@gmail.com).
☏ 9074615044/9447302518
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FOREWORD
“The Way” in many ways could be synonym to Christ, 

Church and the Faith we ought to live. For the question of Saint 
Thomas the Apostle of our Lord asking, “Lord, how can we know 
the way”, He answered, “I am the way” (St. John 14:5¬6). Christ 
Himself is the Way!

Throughout the Acts of Apostles, Church is referred to as 
“the Way” (Acts 9:2; 19:9,23; 22:4; 24:14,22). It is recorded that, 
prior to his conversion Paul was zealously engaged in abducting 
people who “belonged to the Way” (Acts 9:2); later on, when he 
became the defender and propagator of it, he was vehemently 
resistant to those who would “stubbornly refuse to believe and 
spoke evil of the Way” (Acts 19:9). In the early centuries of the 
Common Era, Greek scripts are made fully in majuscules. The  
tradition of using the minuscules came about little later in the first 
millennium. It appears that, in all the available minuscule manu-
scripts, in the aforementioned verses tic Oboῦ (of the way), ‘O’ is 
in upperscale. This affirms the fact that the word Way is not used 
in its simplistic sense but it was as if referring to a well-accepted 
sect of the time. The scribes who copied into lowerscale under-
stood the word ‘Way’ as if it was used to refer to an established 
sect with unique beliefs.

Blessed St. John Chrysostom in his homilies on the Acts 
of the Apostles attests the fact that the early Christians were  
referred to in this manner and he infers a reason for this as “probably 
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because of their taking the direct way that leads to heaven”  
(Homily xix, On the Acts of the Apostles). Thus, the very name 
inherently bears an expectation and demand of striding within it 
towards eternity. The name as such is goal oriented. Any ‘ways’ 
are meant to walk on it and it takes a direction. Here we see ‘the 
Way’ to walk on. Orthodox Faith is undoubtedly ‘the Way’. It is 
the Apostolic Faith and the Way is extended down to us.
 Again, in getting back to the truth that our Lord himself 
is the Way, it might be worthwhile to quote from Saint Cyril of  
Alexandria. In interpreting the response, “I am the Way” of our 
Lord to Apostle Thomas, Cyril says:

 We come to the Father in two ways. Either we become holy, at 
least as far as this is possible for human nature, so that we cling to the 
holy God. Or we progress toward knowledge of the Father through 
faith and contemplation, as ‘in a mirror and an enigma’ as it is writ-
ten. But no one could ever be holy and reach the life of virtue without 
Christ leading every step of the way, nor could anyone ever cling to 
God the Father without the mediation of Christ. (Cyril of Alexandria, 
Commentary on John, Book 9).

  In fact, we could see everything that is explained earlier 
in a nutshell in the above interpretation and on what he further 
explains. According to him, this unique mediation of Christ, that 
is the Way, is best explained in the Nicene formula of faith and 
every faithful is meant to follow it. Thus, orthodox faith would 
very well qualify the truth that it is the Way.
 Father C. C. Cherian, in his Walk the Way is working out 
on the mapping of the Way, which is otherwise made oblivious by 
the murk of diverse teachings. The Way from the Apostolic times 
down to us indubitably remains but the wrong exercises of our 
free will sometimes block our views. The author’s attempt is not 
to repave the way but to enhance our visions so that the Way will 
be made clear. One of the greatest benefits probably the reader 
would have, is the comprehensive distribution of the topics. 
Anybody who will take an effort in reflecting on the faith and life 
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of the Orthodox Church will have the hassle of pinpointing the  
relevant and needed topics followed by the huge task of  
presenting it comprehensively and successively. It appears that 
Father Cherian had crossed over the hurdle without much of 
an effort. His association with His Grace Paulose Mar Gregorios  
Metropolitan of blessed memory and his commitment to 
continuous learning would have probably rewarded by God in the 
shape of this comprehensive work. He had authored several notable 
works on Orthodoxy and Eastern Spirituality. His spectra of works 
touched a wide range of topics from fasting, spirituality and  
problem of evil to the role of laity in the life of the Church. The 
Apostolic faith of the Church is transmitted to the successive  
periods of the life of the Church mainly through the continued 
exposition of the Scripture by the Church Fathers. One of the 
greatest strengths of the writings of Father Cherian is his way of 
bringing the Holy Scripture as the basis while it is followed by the 
exegesis of the Church Fathers.
 The author is taking an interesting journey to commence 
with analytically looking through necessity of faith. This leads 
him to find an answer for the eruption of diverse teachings in  
the Church. A relevant definition for Orthodoxy is sought in the 
light of the politics of the diverse teachings. His findings stay in 
harmony with the hermeneutics of the Church Fathers that many 
of the doctrinal definitions in the Church shaped up as polemical 
to the teachings which gone astray to the truth of the Gospel. For 
any pronounced doctrines of the Orthodox Church as the author 
presents, at some point, he is particular that with the spirit of 
somebody using a checklist to tick off, he wanted to take a cross 
reference to verify on how this has been kept by the Orthodox 
traditions in India. This is well reflected through the verification 
he makes with the conceptual understanding of identity and  
autocephaly and on how these aspects have been perceived and  
practiced in the Orthodox traditions in India.
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The author’s ecclesiological reflections preferred to use 

the biblical phrase “cloud of witness” and this is further extended 
to the living experiences of the “Communion of Saints.” Thus, 
when he defines the Church, he always wanted to see it in the 
context of the liturgical experiences. Thus, while the author  
emphasizes the foundational doctrines as Holy Trinity and  
Incarnation, his theology of the governance of the Church  
maintains the needed connection with the foundation. By the 
end of unit one thus we will get an all-inclusive view on the life 
and faith of the Church. Once the foundational aspects had been  
presented, the second Unit of the book took the freedom in 
presenting the historical and the practical functionalities of the 
Church. We get to see a progressive picture of the history of  
divisions and the struggles of the forefathers in maintaining the 
true faith. The history of the unfortunate divisions is very well 
complimented by a very clear account of the ecumenical activities 
of the Church. This will clearly bring us a sense of higher vocation 
in standing for a common witness in Christ all the same while well 
rooted in ‘Orthodox Faith’.

St. Ephrem the Syrian, opens his poem The Pearl: Seven 
Hymns on the Faith, with the following verse:

On a certain day a pearl did I take up, my brethren;
I saw in it mysteries pertaining to the Kingdom;
semblances and types of the Majesty;

             it became a fountain, and I drank out of it mysteries of the Son.

It is true that any attempt of knowing the faith is getting 
initiated to the ‘mystery of Christ’ and Father Cherian’s efforts will 
not go in vain in this regard.

 June 29,2020.  Fr. Abraham Thomas 
                                                     Orthodox theological Seminary                    

Kottayam
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CHAPTER I

ORTHODOX CHRISTIANITY- AN OVERVIEW

 Preamble

Christian Faith is expressed through the life of Christians who 
confess the fact that Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ, the Son 
of God, the Living Father Almighty. In spite of the fact that the  
fullness of Godhead is revealed in Jesus Christ (Col 2:9) our human 
limitations prevent us from a full comprehension of it. Yet, we 
place our trust in the Holy Spirit, who is our guide and counselor 
to lead us to the fullness of all truth (St. John 16:13). We can't 
grow in the knowledge of God, unless otherwise we have not 
been granted it by Him (St. John 6:65). We are enabled by God to 
declare the true Faith as in the case of St. Peter, who confessed 
Jesus Christ as the Son of God. This has been attested by our Lord 
as “flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in 
heaven” (St. Matthew 16:17). Precisely, “our faith” is not the ulti-
mate aspect to be relied on but it is the grace of God the Father 
that matters. This grace attracts us towards Him and it reveals us 
the truth progressively through the Holy Spirit. Thus, our first step 
in grasping the truth is to lead a good life, pleasing to God the  
Father, who will attract and grant us access to His heavenly company 
and will reveal to us the fullness of Godhead in Jesus Christ.
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As true Disciples of Christ, we have the privilege of access to 

the mind of God. At the same time, we have also the responsibility 
of sharing those revealed truth to our fellowmen. St. Paul and 
St. Peter remind us to be prudent in sharing this truth with other 
people (Col. 4:6 and 1 Pet. 3:15). However, when we seek the 
truth from God, we have to consider these factors: 

a) It should be based on the revealed word of God, as narrated 
 in the Bible.

b). It should be based on a living experience along with Jesus  
Christ, who is the embodiment or enfleshment of the word of 
God, and 

c). It should be subjected to the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

The truth thus revealed to us should not be used for unnecessary 
quarrels and arguments leading to divisions (Titus 3:9).  
Discussions are to be initiated only to those who are matured 
enough to receive the truth (Hebrew 5:14); and it is not anything to 
be shared with those who are not prepared to listen (St. Matthew 
7:6). Consider the parable of the Sower (St. Matthew 13: 3-22); 
we have to make the “soil test” to see the nature of the mind of 
the people we approach before we share the ‘truth’ of the “Word 
of God” with them. 

1. Is a discussion on Faith necessary?

History of the Church clearly shows that diverse teachings 
had crept into the true Christian Faith, due to unnecessary  
arguments and prejudiced leaderships. The fervor and courage of  
the Christians in keeping the Faith during the first three centuries, 
in spite of all persecutions and difficulties, still remain as the  
criteria and foundations for Christian life in the modern world. But 
these criteria have almost vanished from the Christianity today. 
“Almost all known Christians are mostly non-Christians.”

In order to reinstate the fervor and courage of Early Christians, 
we have to make an unbiased study and discussion of the Christian 
faith and life of the undivided Early Church, during the first three 



17

◆ WALK THE WAY ◆

centuries. If we keep the aforementioned principles of knowing 
and sharing the Christian truth, we may be able to reach a point 
where we shall be “one in Christ.” Let this attempt in exploring the 
true faith be pleasing to God the Father, who calls us to be a sheep 
in His fold.

2. How did diverse doctrines arise? 

The strength and depth of the ‘Faith’ deteriorated gradually 
down through the centuries because of the following factors: 

a) Failure of Christians in their commitment and dedication 

b) Intellectual approaches to faith 

c) Arrogance against the guidance of the Holy Spirit 

d) Comfort and attractions of worldliness

e) Pleasure seeking life styles

f) Prejudiced leadership with selfish motives

g) National, political, social, cultural and linguistic barriers.

The Christian faith became a “bunch of sentences” as Creeds 
to be uttered, and not a life to be lived. Arguments for and against 
the “words in the creeds” divided the ‘Body of Christ’ the Church, 
into many factions. Thus, three major divisions happened in the 
Christian Church. In 5th century (AD 431, 451) Oriental Orthodox 
Churches; in the 11th Century (1054) Eastern Orthodox Churches 
and in the 16th century (1531) Roman Catholic Church parted 
their ways. The Protestant Churches parted from the Roman  
Catholic Church through a worldwide revolt against the Pope 
and his policies. It is to be noted that all the Protestant Churches  
originated, not from the Orthodox Churches, but from the Roman 
Catholic Church, headed by the Pope of Rome. Since there was 
nothing to protest in the Orthodox Churches, they had a great 
role in bringing unity in the whole of Christendom. Even though, 
each denomination claims to hold the Christian Faith, a study and  
discussion under the guidance of the Holy Spirit shall hopefully 
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be done to open a door to Christian unity, which will in turn lead 
to Christian life and witness as pleasing to our God the Father  
Almighty. We may not reach a final statement of truth, but we 
may make sure that we are moving towards the fullness in the 
right way, that Christ has shown us. 

It is true that a general or secular methodology cannot be  
applied to study the depth and breadth of faith. It is only through 
our life being acceptable to God that we can know His mind, 
and assess the status of the different beliefs and practices of the  
various denominations and even of other religions of the world.

Moreover, we must search for the context and climate of 
the time when the deviations happened in the history of the 
Church. Also, we should protect ourselves from our own possible  
deviations even in the process of evaluation of other faiths. We 
should be considerate to other faiths, giving due respect to their  
arguments. We must make sure that we are communicating with 
each other and reaching to a common ground. Even if we do not 
approve their arguments, we should have a courtesy to agree to 
disagree.

When we study the past history of the Church, the “Custodians 
of faith” argued in such a way that they could never communicate 
properly due to linguistic barrier, religious arrogance, geographical 
and cultural distance. But in our modern era, these barriers have 
been overcome to a certain extent. What we should acquire is the 
mind of Christ, who seeks the bondage of divine love, which He 
expressed in His life. This should be our motto, when we discuss 
and stand for Orthodox faith.

3. What is Orthodoxy?

‘Orthodoxy’ is the quality or fact of being Orthodox. The word 
‘Orthodox’ derives from two Greek words-Ortho and Doxa. The 
word “Orthos’ means straight, regular, upright, correct, etc. Medical 
 terminologies like Orthopedics (correction of deformities) and 
Orthodontics (prevention and correction of irregularities of the 
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teeth) are commonly known to us. The word ‘Doxa’ means ‘glory’ or  
‘worship’ or even ‘opinion’ which points to religion. The “doxology” 
is the study of worship of God.

The meanings of Orthodoxy in the religious background are: 

a) Conforming to the usual beliefs, established doctrines,  
approved or conventional ideas.

b) Conforming to the Christian faith as formulated in the  
early ecumenical creeds and confessions.

c). Strictly observing the rites, traditions and practices of the 
early Christian life and worship of the undivided church in the first 
three centuries.

The ‘Orthodox’ nature of the Church started disappearing 
through small divisions in the Council of Chalcedon in AD 451, 
and totally vanished from the Western Church, when the “great 
schism” divided the Christendom of East and West in 1054. The 
Eastern Churches continued to be known as Orthodox Churches 
with national identity, while the western Christianity gradually 
became non-Orthodox, rather became Roman Catholic under 
the single universal head, “the Pope.” The disappearance of the  
Orthodox nature of Christianity lead the Roman Catholic Church 
to a kind of monarchial hierarchy claiming to have powers over all 
Christians. They claimed the declarations of Pope as equal source 
of Revelation from God and as valid as the Word of God revealed 
in the Bible. The propositions made by the Roman Catholic Church 
with regard to infallibility of Pope, compulsory celibacy of the  
clergy, sale of indulgences etc., stands against the Orthodox  
character of the Church. 

It was against these ‘non-Orthodox’ claims and proceedings 
of the Roman Catholic Church that the major revolt called  
“Protestantism” was declared and led by leaders like Martin Luther,  
Wycliffe, Calvin and Zwingli in the 16th century of Western  
Christianity. It is to be specially noted that no reformation or  
Protestantism had originated from the Orthodox Christianity 
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in the East. It is only lately that “Protestantism” crept into the 
Orthodox Christianity in the East.

4. Relevance of Orthodoxy

The History of Christian Church shows that the “so called  
Orthodox Christianity” became very weak due to political, socio-  
cultural and ethnic reasons. Anyway, “Orthodox Christianity” in 
its true sense of the word is still relevant as a tool of ecumenism 
in the whole of the universal Christendom. But many of the  
present “known Orthodox Churches” have mostly deformed to 
a kind of “heterodox” Christianity because of so many interpo-
lations with other cultural, political, geographical and religious  
entities. A search for real “Orthodoxy” though it seems to be 
very difficult is the need of the time for a positive move towards  
Christian unity. The Western Roman Catholic Church should be  
prepared to relinquish their extra-ordinary claims and added  
dogmas, while the Protestant Churches should come forward to  
accept the dogmas, which were being practiced in the undivided  
early church of the first four centuries. Thus, both of them should 
reach at the arena of “Orthodoxy” which is the common Christian core 
to all Christians. Here, the Orthodox Churches also should evaluate 
their “so called Orthodoxy” and should be ready to correct and 
regulate the deviations that happened in their life and worship, 
down through the Centuries.

The Orthodox principle allows accepting the natural growth 
of Christian expressions in the national, ethnic and cultural  
background. ‘Orthodoxy’ is not a stagnant water pool, rather an 
ever flowing river always moving forward while receiving fresh rain  
water from above, watering the cultivation on the river banks, with all  
natural phenomena like widening, narrowing, deepening, 
even disappearing at the time of drought. This river 
has the original living water from the first century Christianity, 
running fast to reach the origin of the Living Water-Christ, 
enriching and encompassing all types of “Orthodox” 
drops and tributaries from all corners of Christianity. 
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        5. The Question of Orthodox Identity

The name “Orthodox Church” need not necessarily reflect the 
Orthodox Christianity. Some ‘Orthodox elements’ might have  
disappeared and some “non-Orthodox” elements might have crept 
into many of the Orthodox Churches. This happens due to vari-
ous reasons. Our Church also is not free from this phenomenon. 

We were named as Nazarenes, St. Thomas Christians, Malabar 
Christians, Malankara Syrian Christians, and even the Malankara 
Orthodox Church of India etc. The title “Orthodox” was adapted 
only after 1665, when we started to identify ourselves from other 
foreign Churches from Portugal and England. Anyway, we have 
a strong framework of Orthodox Christianity. The identities we 
bear certainly suggest that we are one among the six churches of 
the “Oriental Orthodox group” which accept only the first three  
ecumenical councils. 

6. The Highlights of the Orthodox Christianity 

We uphold the equal privilege and authority of all Apostles to 
rule over the Churches established by them. Thus we reject the 
principle of the universal head as claimed by the Pope of Rome.

a)  All Orthodox Churches are national entities under a  
National Head with freedom to adapt national culture and ethos in 
their life and worship without violating the dogmas and doctrines  
approved in the first three ecumenical councils. No orthodox 
church can function under the rule of another national church. 

b)  We emphasize on corporate worship and life pattern. No 
individual is allowed to officiate at the public worship. The clergy 
and the laity form a single unit. The fullness of the church is seen 
at the Holy Eucharist, where the clergy and the laity assemble  
together.  No public service is conducted without clergy or with-
out laity.

c)  The authority of Christ is understood as the responsibility to 
serve and suffer for the growth of the Church in the name of Christ. 
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It is the whole Church that elects the candidates for ordinations 
where as the “Laying-on of hands” (ordination) is conducted by 
the bishops who are the lawful successors to the Apostles. Even 
then, ordinations without proper elections and receptions by the 
whole church are considered invalid and inactive in the Church.

d)  Orthodox Churches give more emphasis to personal prayer, 
fasting and charity, along with the common worship, as a rule 
for all devout Christians. They observe fasting period before  
celebrating every feast in the church. Thus, the great Feast  
Easter is celebrated only after the great Lent fasting for 50 days, 
and Christmas only after the Advent fasting for 25 days.

e)  An Orthodox believer consider the saints and departed ones 
still living members of the invisible Church, who are near to God, 
spending more time with Christ and angels in paradise.  He prays 
for the faithful departed as well as asks for their intercessions, just 
like the living members ask to pray for each other.

f)  Orthodox principle allows adapting national, linguistic, 
cultural and ethnic features in the life and worship of Christian 
church, without distorting the core of Christian faith. This principle 
allows a national and local expansion of Christianity all over the 
world. 

◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆
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CHAPTER II

THE  ORTHODOX  FAITH  - AT A GLANCE

 Preamble 

The word Faith is usually misunderstood in many ways.  
Generally people understand Faith as an intellectual consent, 
without seeking for a clear proof or evidence. In an orthodox 
viewpoint, the basis for faith is worshipping God. It is an inexpli-
cable experiential reality, which becomes gradually zoomed in 
the minds of true believers through their spiritual life and loving 
activities. It is not an intellectual explanation through words or 
expressions. It is an unceasing search for the “Ultimate Reality” 
with which any devout human mind can relate and rely. At the 
same time, it is an ever-continuing process of finding the Ultimate 
Reality as God who provides and sustains the whole creation unto 
its consummation. This phenomenon of searching and finding of 
the Ultimate Reality is a parallel unspeakable and inexpressible 
experience in the mind of the believer. The Creeds and Canons 
may enhance this process to a certain extend, but they are only 
temporary and periodical media of expression. Therefore it is the 
corporate living mind of the Church or Community, abiding in 
“God the Father” growing in “Christ the Son”, and being guided 
by the “Holy Spirit”, that could really, but gradually understand, 
evaluate, interpret, and express the true Faith.  
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Now let us examine some of the aspects of “Orthodox Faith” as 

understood and expressed by the “Mind of the Church”.

1. The “Faith in God”

 In the Creed of the church we read “We believe in one 
true God, the Creator of All Things VISIBLE and INVISIBLE…..” 
The Faith gradually grows in the minds of the believers through  
recognizing the realities, both seen and unseen-material and  
spiritual. The Faith is further affirmed through worshipping God as 
the Creator and Protector of all the Created orders that proceed 
and fulfill from Him. It is this inner consciousness of the human 
 mind that leads them to a true worship of God .The more we 
worship God the better we understand that “The Fullness of 
the Essence of God” can neither be fully comprehended nor be  
expressed through intellectual dialectics. The tools of perception 
we use to search the material realities cannot be applied to search 
realities beyond perception. There, the Faith alone is the useful 
tool to measure the spiritual realities related to the depth and 
width of the Essence of the God-head. We have to use different 
scales to measure the length and volume of materials like wire 
with metre and milk with litre, and not vice-versa. Similarly, our 
intellect is useful only to know the visible material things, while 
our Faith is the tool to experience the invisible spiritual “Ultimate 
Reality”- God.

        Man is made in “the Image and likeness “of God. (Gen.1:27) 
and hence only human mind is capable of grasping the realities 
that are revealed by God. Therefore, the source of faith is the 
“Revelation of God”. It is by grasping and living through the  
revealed truth or the Word of God that any believer can truly grow 
in faith. In other words, it is a living participation in the nature and 
character of God.

2. The Holy Trinity – The Father, The Son and The Holy Spirit.

The Orthodox faith revolves on the pivot- “The Holy Trinity”
.The invisibility and the abstract nature of God the Father has  
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revealed in the Son of God Jesus Christ, and this revealed truth is 
being imparted to those who seek for it, by the Holy Spirit who 
guides them from the beginning to the end. This mystery of “One 
God-head in three persons” is known only to those persons who 
seek God with the “Eyes of Faith” .This is not an intellectual expla-
nation of public matter to be taught and discussed, but a spiritual 
experience of revealed truth to be worshipped by true believers. 
This faith is more and more revealed only through a holy disci-
plined life and inner spiritual transformation of the mind which in 
turn , leads to a true worship of God. 

Since the human mind is not able enough to grasp the  
“Divine Essence”, it has to depend on the divine revelations. At the 
same time, the human mind can tune with the mind of God and  
willfully co-operate with it. All actions (Energies) of God in creation 
are accessible to a true believer and willfully co-operate towards 
their fulfillment in every contexts. In that sense, man, growing up 
in the image of God, can serve as a co-worker with God. Both the  
Essence and Energy of God are fully revealed in Jesus Christ, 
but this reality is not fully understood by human mind. All true  
believers understand and grow into the fullness of Christ through a 
being and becoming process called “the life in Christ” experience. 
This is a continuing experience of participation in God’s nature and 
is known as “Deification” or Divinization. Jesus Christ was born as 
a son of man with all natural human features, but He lived as a Son 
of God with all supernatural powers of God. He opened the door 
to “Eternity” which Adam had closed for humanity, and Jesus calls 
all mortal human beings to immortality. Though Jesus is “The Son 
of God “in His essence, He became “Son of Man” in His energy. 
And He calls us to become “sons of God” in energy, though we are 
“sons of man” in essence. The Image of God in us as the possibility 
to grow to the likeness of Jesus as the “Sons of God” is the greatest 
gift from God, which once tarnished by the Fall of Adam, was  
redeemed and reactivated through the Incarnation of Jesus. Thus, 
the participation in the “Image and Likeness of God “as revealed 
in the life of Jesus Christ” is the true way to eternal salvation.
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         The Holy Spirit, the life giver, sanctifier, fulfiller, and reviver 

is the third person in the Trinity who acts within each believer 
indwelling invisibly and unceasingly. It is this Holy Spirit keeps all 
believers in the grace of God, removing all their sins and barriers 
that tarnish the “Image of God” in them. While brooding over all 
creation, the Holy Spirit leads all the true believers unto all truth 
and enhances them in the sacramental worship that leads them to 
deification resulting in eternal Salvation. In short, the fullness of 
Christian faith is attained through unceasing and ardent worship 
of God as “The Holy Trinity”.

  3. The Church

The Church is the extension of incarnation, as the body of 
Christ, destined to work on behalf of, and in obedience to Christ 
as the head of the body. It is through the witness of the church, 
dwelling in Christ and Christ dwelling in it, that the transformation 
has to happen for the whole creation from material and temporal 
form to spiritual and eternal state. The Holy Spirit works in the 
church to give life and strength to all created order. The boarders 
of the Church are invisible and immeasurable. It is a community 
of believers, not only in the present time, but also a past “Cloud 
of witnesses” who has passed away in Christian hope and also all 
those to receive the Christian hope in future. This Church is also  
described as the ‘Bride of Christ’, ‘Temple of God’ ‘The Body of Christ’ 
etc. Though the Church is One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic” 
in nature, each faithful congregation around the Eucharistic Table 
is considered to carry the fullness of the Christian Church.

4. The Church and the Departed ones.

Since we consider Church as a community of believers of the 
past, present and future generations, we pray for them as well as 
ask them to pray for us. This concept of “Communion of Saints” 
encourages and strengthens each believer to sustain in the faith 
in Eternal life. Once one believes that ‘In Christ ‘one could live 
eternally, one cannot be satisfied with this short life in this world. 
He puts trust in God as his creator in his mother’s womb, and the 
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sustainer of his life in the earthly womb and the redeemer from 
tomb through resurrection to ‘Eternal life’ in heavenly abode.

 Just like we, living in the present, seek prayers for each other, 
we do the same for those who are yet in the plan of God to be 
borne in the mother’s womb and for those departed who are yet 
waiting to be risen from the tomb till the last judgment at the 
second coming of Christ. God who shows mercy to those who are 
living in this world with the body will definitely show mercy to 
those faithful departed ones who are still living with Him in the 
‘Paradise’, though without this earthly bodies. Just as we, living 
in this world, need God’s Grace, the faithful departed souls also 
need the grace of God lest they fall down like the ‘fallen angels’ 
who had no earthly bodies at all .Sins are originated in our mind 
first, and this mind is still active with the soul even after we depart 
from the body through death. We can please God with or without 
our body (2 Cor.5:9).  

       Even though all the faithful, both living and the departed 
in Christ are called to be the ‘Saints’, we find different levels of 
holiness in the celestial community. We understand that there are 
different ranges and rows of angels in the heavenly community 
(Is 6:1—6). Similarly, those who pleased God at different levels 
shall be received and placed by God, in respective seats allotted 
to each one of them. Thus we consider St. Mary, the Apostles, 
the Martyrs etc. as saints of special category and pray for them at 
their festival days, as well as asking them to pray for us. Through 
honoring the saints, we are honoring God Himself who is the true 
source of all holiness.

5. The Salvation through Participation in Divine Grace 

 Generally, most of us consider Salvation as a narrow escape 
from the gate of hell and as an easy approach to the entrance of 
heaven. Some people consider heaven and hell as different expe-
riences of this material world, and claim that man can decide and 
choose either. Those who believe in Christ, sometimes think that 
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God will save all those who just declare their faith in Jesus Christ. 
Though salvation is a gift of God, it shall be attained by the faithful 
efforts of the believers (Ps.12:1).

Salvation is initiated through penitence leading to a transforma-
tion from an evil life to a good life. The grace of God given through 
the gifts of the Holy Spirit enables the faithful for a quick and 
easy ‘transformation’ to grow in love, grace and true knowledge 
of God and not by mere utterances of ‘Faith’. The conversion and 
the baptism are only the starting point to the Eternal Life. Unless 
we grow in Spirit there is no meaning in birth in baptism. The Holy 
Spirit enables the faithful to grow into the full measure of Christ, 
acquiring the attributes of God the Father, through a devoted  
participation in the holy Sacraments, especially the ‘Holy Eucharist’, 
which is celebrated and distributed at every Holy Communion in 
the church.

6. Spiritual Growth through Sacraments

The ‘born-again’ experience, which occurs through baptism, 
should lead us to a regular and healthy growth as a ‘newborn’ 
in the faith.  The grace of God given to us at the time of baptism 
remains with us in order to guide and develop us through the  
sacraments of the Church.  Sacraments are visible symbols of heav-
enly mysteries given by God the Father through the Holy Spirit 
to all those who truly believe in Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  
‘Newborns’ enter the Church through the participation in three 
main sacraments- Holy Baptism, Chrismation, and Holy Eucharist. 
The other sacraments of the Church include Penitential Confession, 
Marriage, Holy Orders, and Holy Unction.  These seven sacraments 
do not encompass all the sacraments of the Church, because in  
essence sacraments are any symbol of the divine blessing.  Thus, 
the consecration of a church building, the blessing of a home, or 
even making the sign of the cross can be considered as sacramental. 
 All of these actions are signs and symbols of God’s blessing given in 
order to facilitate humanity to grow in Christian maturity.  For this 
progress is a never-ending process that will not find a conclusion 
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until the Second Coming of Christ where He will judge, evaluate, 
and recapitulate the creation in order to establish “A New Heaven 
and Earth.”

7. Gift of the Holy Orders (The Clergy)

Even though sacraments are celebrated by and for the whole 
Church, there are specially ordained ministers like bishops, priests, 
and deacons to officiate them at different levels.  The priesthood 
that appears in the Old Testament had consisted of privileged  
individuals of the Levite family, and some of them were specially 
“anointed with oil” and given the special status as well as a unique 
uniform.  The Jewish community had at first found its leadership 
in the Chief High Priest, but later the leadership fell upon the 
anointed judges, and then after that kings were anointed to rule 
the people.  Gradually, the Israelites lost sight of the faith and laws 
they had found in Yahweh, the God of Abraham.  Yet, God would 
not allow the nation to forget Him and His authority over them.  
Thus, they became captives searching for the Messiah as their  
‘deliverer’. 

 But the Israelites had failed to receive Jesus Christ as the  
Messiah.  It was the new Israel, the Church, which knew Jesus 
Christ (the Anointed) as the Messiah, as the priest, judge, and king 
forever.  The priesthood in the New Testament is the “sacramental 
presence” of Christ.  The authority of the priesthood is found 
in serving and ministering to the sheep in the fold of Christ, the 
Church.  

 Just as a believer becomes a Christian permanently through 
baptism, the ordination puts an indelible mark on the ordained.  
The authority to ordain a member of the Church is in the care of 
the bishops and validated by apostolic succession.  However, the 
right of the whole Church in electing and accepting the candidate 
for ordination is highly maintained in Orthodox Christian tradition.  
Ordination without proper election and appointment without 
proper acceptance by the whole Church are considered invalid.  
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There is a necessary relationship between the clergy and the laity 
in that neither can exist without the other.  For there is no relevance 
to having an ordained minister without a flock and likewise a 
congregation becomes a church through the leadership of an  
ordained member of the clergy.  The harmonious co-operation  
between the clergy and the believers is the strength and signifi-
cance of the Orthodox Church.  

8. The Believers (The Laity) in the Church

 The non-ordained members of the Church are generally 
known as the laity.  This word is derived from the Greek word ‘laos’ 
which means people and is used in order to distinguish them from 
the rulers of the community.  In Malayalam, the Roman Catholics 
sometime use the word ‘almayar’, which is a word derived from 
the Syriac word ‘olmoyo’ meaning ‘of the world’.  In our Orthodox 
tradition, we use the word ‘aymeni’, which is another Syriac word 
‘haimne’ meaning ‘the faithful’.  But in our liturgical texts, we use 
more meaningful Malayalam terms like “pattakkaran” for the clergy 
and “janam” for the people (the ruler and the ruled).

 Even though there are two apparent terminologies there 
is no division in function in any part of the liturgy.  All sacraments 
are conducted by the whole Church, the Body of Christ.  All who 
are baptized fully share in the Royal Priesthood of Christ (1 Peter 
2:9).  No activities in the sacramental life of the Church can be 
conducted without the leadership of the clergy and the partici-
pation of the laity.  Even though the decisions are taken in special 
committees and synods, they become regular practice and the 
tradition of the Church only when they are generally received and 
practiced by the whole Church.  Historically, when certain Church 
leaders were accused of heresy, it was the whole Church that  
decided to reject them.  Since the laities were theologically trained 
and nurtured in such a way that they could evaluate the teachings 
of their leaders and if necessary correct or reject them. Thus, the 
laities through the power of the Holy Spirit were in a sense the 
guardians of the Faith.  
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◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

 Unfortunately, by the beginning of the 11th century, the 
breach between the clergy and the laity became so wide that they 
distorted the harmonious growth of the true Christians Faith.   
Gradually, by the 16th century, a great revolt called the  
Reformation transformed the Western Christian community and 
specifically in the Roman Catholic Church.  The lay leaders of  
Protestantism tried to evade need for the clergy leadership.  
Hence, the rate of schisms increased in the ‘One, Holy, Catholic, 
and Apostolic Church’. The Ecumenical Movement is an attempt to 
bring the unity and strength of the Christian Church for a common 
witness to the world at large.  Proper training and teaching of true 
Christian Faith and practice are to be given to the laity as well as 
the clergy in order to fulfill the prayer of our Lord “That they all 
may be one” (St. John 17:21).
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holy trinity



33

◆ WALK THE WAY ◆

CHAPTER III

ORTHODOX EMPHASES  AND  PRIORITIES

 Preamble 

What is the prime responsibility of a Christian Church? Protes-
tant Churches will quickly respond with readymade answers such 
as “to proclaim the Gospel”, “to preach the word of God”, “witness 
through miracles” etc. But, the Orthodox Churches would not 
encourage such quick answers. For them, it is a corporate and 
unceasing effort to maintain a faithful community that ‘lives in 
Christ’, keeping up the true faith, worship, spirituality and social 
commitment by becoming charitable to the whole humanity. 
Those who are trained in the western protestant understanding of 
mission sometimes accuse the Orthodox Church of not having any 
vision for mission. Their partial knowledge of the true Orthodox 
 nature, as well as the negligence on the part of the so-called  
‘Orthodox’ people are the causes for such criticism. Truth seeking 
minds on comprehending the priorities and emphases of  
Orthodoxy will overcome such negative propositions. 

1. Church is Primarily a Worshipping Community

Any Christian congregation cannot be called a Church unless
they assemble together to Worship God. The Church that does 
not Worship is dead. Worship is not simply a programme of some 
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bible reading, certain hymns, sermons and supplications arranged 
in a row, aiming on emotional or intellectual satisfaction. All these 
factors should lead to true corporate worship of God through the 
“Eucharistic Communion” which Christ our Lord entrusted to us 
(Acts. 2:42)

In Orthodox worship, all of the above-mentioned factors are 
considered to be helpful steps to equip and enable the individual 
believer for an effective and corporate participation in Christ’s 
Suffering, Crucifixion, Death and Resurrection which are enacted 
in every ‘Eucharistic Worship’ as a continuation of the “once for all 
sacrifice on the cross” at Calvary. The process of salvation meant 
for the whole creation is to be fulfilled through this effective  
participation of the believers in this eternal sacrifice. This partici-
pation process cannot be limited to an intellectual understanding 
or an emotional satisfaction alone. The participation becomes 
meaningful through a deep rooted merging of the mental, physical 
and spiritual personality of the believer who is enabled by the 
power and inspiration of the Holy Spirit to identify and cooperate 
with the “Community of Saints” that believe and live in the hope 
of resurrection and eternal life. Here, the individual efforts lead to 
a corporate experience of participation in the ‘Body of Christ’ that 
is taken, blessed, broken and given for the life of the whole world. 
The “proclamation of the word” should not be separated from the 
‘embodiment’ or enfleshment of the ‘word’ at the Eucharist that 
speaks more loudly about the love and peace between God and 
Man. Any proclamation of the ‘word of God’ should be accompanied  
by the Eucharistic remembrance of the Death and Resurrection 
of Jesus Christ (1. Cor. 11:26). Therefore, the Orthodox Worship 
always combines “the Liturgy of the word” (proclamation and  
sermons) with the Liturgy of the Sacraments”(the Eucharist). In 
short, the Church’s primary responsibility is to grow and transform 
the community by abiding in Christ through the Eucharistic  
Worship, which includes both ‘proclamation’ and ‘transformation’.
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2. The Church as Mediator for the Salvation of Whole Creation

The Orthodox Church aims at the corporate salvation rather 
than the individual salvation. God the Father so loved the world 
that He gave His only Begotten Son, in order that all created things 
in the world should experience salvation through Him. (Jn. 3:16). 
Therefore an Orthodox believer does not consider his faith and life 
as means for his own salvation, rather he believes and worships 
for the salvation of the whole human community and the whole 
created order. The Eucharistic worship is the expression of partic-
ipation in the ‘Great Sacrifice’ that happened at Calvary for the  
salvation of all. The prayers used in Orthodox worship are mostly 
representing the whole human race. The life in the Church whether 
it be worship, spirituality, witnessing, or serving society, is not 
meant for the individual who does, but for the community which 
sustains the individual. The motto of every true Christian should 
be that the whole world may be saved along with each individual.

Thus, true worship is done by and for the whole creation  
before the creator. The man, being the crown of creation, 
stands as a representative before God, as well as an ambassador  
representing God before creation. This double role makes man as 
a kind of mediator with a priestly character. God recognizes and 
demands this human mediator-ship, since man alone carries the 
‘Image and Likeness’ of God (Gen. 1:27). Thus, the true believers 
in the Church stand before God as the “High priest” for all creation. 
This mediator-ship of the Church gives the privilege of “Royal 
priesthood” to her members (1 Pet. 2:5-10). Therefore this double 
responsibility of representing God before the creation, and  
representing creation before the creator, is the most important 
role of each believer within the Church and outside to the world.

3. Deification or Theosis - Christian Transformation  

   Even though man was created in the Image and likeness of 
God, through the fall of Adam that ‘Image’ became tarnished in 
such a way that man could not grow into the likeness of God,  
because the life giving fruit of the tree of life, was denied to him. 
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But through the Redemption attained by Jesus, the second Adam, 
man’s status of the ‘image of God’ was re-instated, and he started 
 growing into the ‘Likeness’ of God. It is through the re-birth in 
baptism that this new growth starts in every human being. All  
provisions for this mature growth are given to the newborn by the 
Holy Spirit through the Holy Eucharist as the ‘Bread of Life’ i.e, the 
body and blood of Christ Himself. Each Individual believer being 
grafted to Jesus Christ, grows into abundant eternal life, through 
constant communion with the “Body of Christ”, the Church, until 
the second coming of Christ. In this way, the purpose of the  
incarnation of the Son of God to transform all men into ‘Sons of 
God’ is being fulfilled through the sacramental life in the Church. 
It is through this growth and transformation in human beings, 
that the fullness of the salvation of humanity, as well as the whole  
creation, is attained.

Thus salvation is to be understood as a transformation from 
human nature to divine nature. Man is endowed with the  
potentiality to grow to the level of God as much as he can imagine. 
Even though he cannot attain the ‘Essence of God’, man can attain 
the attributes or ‘energy’ of God, and can thus become God-
like. The ‘Image’ of God in man is the God-given potentiality to 
grow into the ‘Likeness’ of the character of God as much as man 
can conceive it. All divine attributes are thus accessible to man 
and could be used to fulfill Gods plan of salvation of the whole  
universe. Here, the faithful submission of redeemed humanity 
and the powerful guidance of the Holy Spirit join together  
(“Synergia” – Co-working) to fulfill the divine plan of salvation.

Thus, it is a major responsibility of the Church to possess the  
divine attributes like love, true knowledge, freedom, mercy, etc. and 
apply them in the day-to-day life through worship and witness via 
words, deeds, and blood of martyrdom. Missionary organizations, 
the Media, Social activities etc. should accelerate this transforming 
process of humanity to divinity – a growth of humanity from ‘Image’ 
 to the ‘Likeness’ of God. Any action, not aiming at this target, may 
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lead to failure. Unless the simplicity of the Gospel, the holiness 
of worship, the firmness of faith, true expressions of love, the  
guidance of the Holy Spirit and sincerity of Christian hope are 
strictly attained and maintained in the Church through a corporate, 
disciplined and humble attempt before God, the relevance of the 
very existence of the ‘Church’ will soon disappear.

4. Orthodox Spirituality

The role of Spirituality in Christian formation and transformation
 is quite vital. Here we would consider only some salient features, 
such as 

(1) The aim of Christian life is the unity of God-Man-World
through deification, and or transformation; 

(2) To attain this goal, the powerful grace of God and the willful
submission and co-operation of man to the will of God should act 
in unison through the Holy Spirit; 

(3) Spiritual exercises like prayer, meditation, fasting, charity,
silence, self examination, penitence, etc. enable the human 
being to attain the true knowledge of God, and enable him to be 
elevated to the divine horizon, equipping him to fuller devotion, 
submission and willful co-operation to the will of God”; 

(4) Spiritual growth is possible through sincere participation in
the sacramental life of the Church; 

(5) Spirituality can be maintained through the life and teachings
of the “Fathers” and the communion of saints, enabling a devotee 
to grow in spirit through their prayers and blessings. Icons and 
pictures will help to maintain a spiritual atmosphere for effective 
worship and devotion for those who are in the initial stage of  
spiritual life. 

(6) There are different levels of spiritual life like good
deeds (praxis) leading to devotion to God (Theoria) which in 
turn gives self control (Apathia) enabling to fullness (Teleios) 
and becoming eligible to know the mind of God (Theologia). 
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 5. Church as a Disciplined Community

The Church as a Community has to maintain the true Christian 
spiritual disciplines in order to be able to achieve the goal of  
salvation. Organizational structure, economic strength, technical 
knowledge, practical man-power etc are helpful tools for the 
effective functioning of the Church. The administrative set up,  
disciplinary procedures and spiritual training programs should  
accelerate this functional growth of the Church. While enriching the 
faithful members within the Church through proper sacramental 
disciplines the Church should extend her vision to seek those 
who are yet to be brought to the Christian way through witness 
and effective admonitions. Disciplinary actions should be taken 
 if necessary, as was the practice in the early Christian communities  
(1 Cor. 5:1-5). A kind of “cutting off’ also may be necessary, in order 
to safeguard the true Christian nature of the Church.

As a precaution, the Orthodox Church prescribes different 
types of prayers, fasting, devotions, festivals of saints, charitable 
and philanthropic projects and activities to enable her members 
to grow in holiness and to fulfill their vocation to become “God 
like” by living in Christ to regain the “Image and Likeness of God”. 
Through a disciplined life in the Church, each believer becomes 
a member of the body of Christ partaking the priestly, prophetic 
and kingly status through Baptism and Chrismation. He must 
join the divine sacrifice at the Eucharistic worship. He must be 
involved daily in the intercession of Christ to God the Father on 
behalf of the whole world, and in the celebration of the festivals 
of our Lord to commemorate the different events in His life. By 
observing the feasts of the Mother of God, and other saintly  
disciples, the Church declares her hope in the resurrection and  
eternal joy that awaits her members in the heavenly company. Thus, 
all these liturgical ecclesiastical, spiritual and practical disciplinary 
arrangements help the members of the Orthodox Church in  
keeping themselves alert, pleasing and growing in spirit to attain 
the fullness of salvation through the glorious transformation by 
deification.
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6. Church and State- Orthodox Approach

Even though the early Christians had to suffer many persecu-
tions from the state authorities during the first four centuries, 
soon after the persecution, the organized Church was recognized 
and supported by the time of Emperor Constantine (AD.312). 
Thus, Christianity became the state religion and apparently there 
were no disputes between the Church and the state till the early 
15 century A.D. The heads of the Churches consecrated the state 
authorities, who in turn were recognized by them. The rationale 
behind this custom was due to the teaching that Church is eternal 
while the state was only temporal. The Christian teaching was that 
all powers were from God, and hence the Christians were bound to 
obey the Kings and civil authorities as well as their Church leaders. 

The History of the Church reveals that the Orthodox Churches 
could keep the harmony between these two poles of authorities. 
However in later period, this harmony disappeared due to political 
reasons. The development of ‘socialist communism’ in the eastern 
Churches like Russia and Bulgaria damaged the relationship  
between the Church and the state. The Christian faith could not be 
expressed in public. The leaders of the Church were imprisoned as 
traitors and the Church buildings were converted to Museums by 
the state authorities. 

The Church has to develop the original Christian identity through 
political and social indigenization without losing the core Christian 
elements. In order to accelerate this process of indigenized 
Christianity, Churches should be auto-cephalous and autonomous 
to acquire and adapt to national, cultural, geographical, linguistic 
and ethnic features of the state or nation. At this point, the principle 
of Orthodoxy helps the independent national Christianity at the 
state and national level of their country. The fact that the Orthodox 
Churches are generally known by the name of the country, suggests 
the possibility for a harmonious relationship between the heads 
of the Church and the state.
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Unfortunately, most of the Orthodox Churches cling on their 

‘ethnic nature’ rather than the adaptation of the Christian nature. 
Moreover, the missionary styles of modern independent organi-
zations have almost closed the door of indigenized Christianity. 
This in turn, has created an envious and even vengeful attitude 
towards Christianity in many countries, especially in India. Prior 
to the arrival of the missionaries from Portugal, religious harmony 
was well maintained in India, especially in Kerala. The Sacramental 
life of each religion was mutually respected. They could mingle in  
social festivals without any discrimination. The external celebra 
tions of Hindus, Muslims and Christians were promoted and  
attended by everyone. The state authorities were very happy with  
this harmonious religious climate. But the ‘missionaries’ found 
fault with this social harmony, and began to purge the non-Christian 
elements even from the social and cultural life of the Church, there 
by closing the door to effective expression of the Christian life in 
the society. Only true Orthodox principles can help the Church 
regain the lost religious harmony in any national framework. 
But the true ‘Orthodoxy’ has deteriorated and also mingled 
with many ‘heterodox elements’ of Christianity. An attempt to  
rediscover “true Orthodoxy” may enable in the reinstating of 
the lost harmonious relationship between the Church and the 
state. Christian principles allow us to accept the state authority as  
divine, and therefore the state authority, if properly managed, can 
be a powerful tool in the hands of God to bring forth salvation to all. 
Let us try to be good Christians with due respect to the authorities 
 of both the Church and State as instituted and maintained by 
God to fulfill His plan in this world by establishing the “Kingdom 
of God” on earth.

◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆
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CHAPTER IV

CHRISTIAN SPIRITUALITY 
AN EASTERN ORTHODOX PERSPECTIVE

 Preamble 

There are different types of concepts and approaches in Christian 
spirituality. The content of spirituality and their application on 
the social realities yet remain lucid for open discussion. The  
Western enlightenment has influenced spirituality in a certain  
concrete direction and enabled the formulation of some framework, 
while the Eastern mind continues calling it “Christian life” in its 
totality. Generally speaking, the Western mind gives emphasis to 
the individual and intellectual aspect, while the Eastern mind is 
more community-centered and mystically-oriented. Some people 
consider the spiritual life as a total separation from the social life in 
the world. Another group considers social activities for liberation 
as a synonym to spirituality. Some others relate every religious 
 idea to the title “Spirituality”. In such a vague atmosphere it is 
good for us to have a brief introduction to the nature and role 
of Christian spirituality as understood and explained by different 
people during different periods and in different contexts. This may 
help us choose a suitable spirituality.



42

◆ WALK THE WAY ◆

1. Spiritualities – Eastern and Western: a brief comparison

(a) The Western spirituality (WS) focuses more on intellectual 
thought which depends on written documents, as the basis for 
spiritual insights, while the Eastern spirituality (ES) emphasizes 
on the guidance of the Holy Spirit, leading beyond all intellectual 
conceptions and written documents.

(b) The Western Spirituality is more individualistic, while Eastern 
spirituality is more corporate and community-oriented.

(c) Western Spirituality accepts only that which is conceivable 
as material reality as basis of worship, while Eastern spirituality 
considers reality beyond perception and makes use of symbols 
and icons in worship.

(d) Western Spirituality considers man and God as two separate 
entities, which should maintain that gap in their relations. Man 
is sinful in nature, and cannot be one with God in any manner. 
Eastern spirituality on the other hand, sees man as made in the 
‘Image of God’ and capable of being transformed into the ‘Like-
ness of God’. As such, the gap before God and Man is gradually 
diminished through spiritual growth and worship. The “God-Man” 
relationship is elevated to a “Father-Son’ relationship, and man 
can approach God just as a son comes before his father. 

(e) Western Spirituality considers Christian ministry as a duty 
of every individual. Anyone can be involved in his own mission 
to fulfill his duty to God individually in order to receive individual  
reward from God for his own efforts. The Eastern Spirituality views 
mission as the corporate function and nature of the Church as the 
body of Christ, the members of the body working as a team with 
the head, Jesus Christ. There is no expectation of special rewards 
for individuals, but for participation in the common reward from 
God that is promised to all humanity, which they call “Eternal life 
or Salvation”. For this, they give more importance to the common 
good, utilizing public worship, charitable work, and Christian  
witness in the society.
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(f) Western Spirituality considers theology, spirituality, and
morality as three separate aspects of Christian life, each dealing 
with the mind, soul, and body, respectively. In Eastern Spirituality 
the above-mentioned three aspects are brought together in unison 
towards a holistic growth of the mental, spiritual, and physical  
aspects of Christian life of the individual in the society. 

(g) The division like “Secular and Sacred” is clearly expressed in
the Western Spirituality, while in Eastern Spirituality, the secular 
and sacred merge together through the incarnation of Jesus Christ  
The world (seculum) is now filled with divine presence (sacred) 
and hence, the gap between the two has almost disappeared.

2. Spirituality – Vertical and Horizontal

The basis of Christian spirituality is found to be two-dimensional,
the vertical relation between God and Man, and the horizontal 
relation between man and man. Both relations are mutually 
strengthened and benefited. Some people argue for vertical relation 
and propose long worship and rituals as the bases of spirituality. 
Another group of people argues for the horizontal relationship as 
the basis of spirituality and they concentrate on human service 
and charitable work as the expression of Christian spirituality. These 
are only two aspects of true spirituality. Just like faith and work  
act  together for salvation, and the ideas (Theory) and practices 
(praxis) merge together, the ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ aspects of 
spirituality are to converge for a creative expression of true Christian 
Spirituality.    

Unless the vertical relationship is built properly, the ‘horizontal’ 
relationship cannot stand effectively. Before trying to transform  
society through “horizontal approach”, one should be ‘transformed 
through the “Vertical approach”. This transforming process is  
possible through the corporate effort of the society, like Church 
and family, through loving Christian fellowship with God and Man. 
Another argument is that a vertical relation with God is not possible 
without a horizontal relationship. The society has to be first developed 
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in such a way that any individual can develop a vertical relation with 
God easily. In order to achieve this, the society should be strength-
ened politically, economically socially and morally. Freedom from 
injustice, terrorism, famine, sickness, illiteracy, etc are the major 
priorities of such people, who find Christ as a social Revolutionist 
as described in the “Nazareth manifesto” (Lk. 4:18-19).

These two aspects of Christian spirituality have to be upheld 
reciprocally, so that a true expression of Christian life can be made 
possible by Christians in the world.   

3. Love and Justice :- The Basis of Spirituality

God is Love, and at the same time He is Just. Love and Justice 
have to be expressed together as a single unit. Love without justice, 
and justice without love are imperfect. But, the love and justice 
of God are different from those of the world. God’s justice is  
expressed in asking His only begotten ‘Son, Jesus Christ, to bear 
the punishment for the sins of others. God’s love is expressed in 
giving the life of Jesus Christ on the cross for bringing eternal life 
to all human beings.

The members of the early Christian Church could grasp the 
meaning of divine love and justice as revealed in Jesus Christ. They 
could practice love through just sharing of their resources with 
each other. We find them as a believing, sharing, worshipping, 
growing, suffering and witnessing community, awaiting the  
eternal life promised by Christ (Acts.2:44-47). But later, we find that 
they failed to develop the social, economic and moral standards 
of the community (Acts. 6:1-?). ‘Love and Justice’ should go  
hand-in-hand for true spiritual growth of any Christian Community 
with worship, sharing and mutually  helping society and individuals: 
That is, the society helps the individual’s sustenance while on the 
other hand the individual would work for the society.

4. Monasticism and Spirituality

Monasticism was an attempt to revive and regenerate the salient 
features of the early apostolic community life. In the life of the 
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early Church individuals worked for the community. And, in turn, 
the community helped the individual in sustaining in true spirit of 
Christian love and justice. The community helped the individual 
to maintain the vertical and horizontal relationship in a balanced 
way. The tide of worldliness, negligence of disciplines, lack of 
true worship, deterioration of true Christian faith and lack of 
love in the Christian Church demanded a re-established structure 
for a model Christian Community. Many individuals went to the 
desert to practice this ideal Christian life. Some hermits tried 
to adapt neo-platonic spirituality of the Greek culture into the 
Christian Church. Church Fathers like Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory 
Nazianzen, Dionysius the Areopagite, Augustine of Hippo were 
some who tried to grasp and propagate this type of Christian life. 
They held the view that the soul of man (nous) can have direct 
access to the spirit of God, and can grow into divine fullness, 
evading the barriers like the world and flesh. In order to achieve 
this fullness one has to run away from the world and from the 
deeds of the flesh. This teaching was from the 3rd century neo- 
Platonic philosopher Plotinus. This approach highlighted the  
God-Man vertical spirituality, but ignored the horizontal man-to-
man relationship, thus neglecting the application of spirituality in 
 societies and communities.    

In order to fill this gap, monasticism became a movement,  
incorporating all the community aspects of horizontal spirituality 
that existed in the apostolic Church. The neo-platonic idea that 
world and flesh were to be abandoned in order to achieve spiritual 
 maturity was gradually disappearing, and was considered to be 
only a useful matrix for a fruitful spirituality. Gradually, monastic 
communities with qualities like simplicity, holiness, obedience, 
hard work, fraternity, love, justice, etc. were developed in the 
Church. St. Antony and St. Pachomius are the pioneering monastic 
Fathers who organized the individual monks in the desert into  
a community life with extensive definite rules. Later, these monastic 
movements flourished well in different parts of the world and 
served as a source of power for the Church. The true spirituality 
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could be maintained only in a community life, where qualities like 
love, justice, equality, discipline, service to humanity and worship 
of God were properly understood and effectively practiced. 

5. Spirituality and Family Life

All the basic principles of community life are to be taught from 
the childhood. This is possible only through a good family life. All 
great men and women are born and shaped first in their families. 
Therefore, the spiritual quality should be well maintained in  
families before we plan for a good spiritual community. The role of 
families in the development of spirituality in “vertical and horizontal” 
levels is significant. Unfortunately, the Church did not give much 
attention to family life due to some super-emphasis attributed to 
monasticism. In fact, the Greek word “Askesis” ( exercise) is the 
root for both asceticism and monasticism. It points to a strict and 
disciplined way of living, and is a relevant exercise of Christian 
spirituality, both in monastic and family communities.

In the Indian religious background, family life is considered 
to be one of the four monastic stages in the life of an individual, 
namely “Asrams” like “Bramacharyam” (virginity), “Grehestham” 
(Conjugate fidelity), “Vanaprastham” (Desert experience) and 
“Sanyasam” (Monasticism). Since the family is the smallest unit of 
the society, due importance should be given to build up an ideal 
community life in spiritual, physical, mental, social, moral and  
intellectual levels, in our families.

Even in the Jewish, Muslim and tribal communities, family ties 
are very important in building their cultural, social and historic  
identity. In the Christian Church, the attitude to family life has  
declined to a bad level as an unavoidable evil, especially as a per- 
mitted temporary shelter in this world. It is true that we are all 
citizens of heaven, and our life in this world is quite short. But we 
should not forget the fact that it is in this short period that each one 
of us is born, brought up and trained in the families for eternal life. 
  Western Culture does not place much emphasis on the 
role and relevance of community life through families. Generally, 
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they are more individualistic in their approaches in all walks of 
life, including spirituality. Even though this approach has damaged 
the general teaching on family life, the Church has to take special  
effort to recognize and establish “family spirituality programmes” 
by which each family should be transformed into a “Church in 
miniature” with all identification marks of a true Christian Church 
in its fullness.

6. Church Life – The Foundation for Spiritual growth

Jesus Christ is the strong fort and changeless foundation for 
this ever changing world. It is upon this foundation that all existing 
realities, including Christian spirituality, are built (St. Jn. 1:1-18). 
The Church, being the ‘Body of Christ’, stands in the world repre-
senting Christ and thus serves as foundation for true spirituality, 
which is to be expressed through our life as we live in Christ as 
adopted ‘Sons of God’. The love, mercy and justice of God should 
flow to the world through us. The Church exists in this changing 
world to transform it in to a “new heaven and earth” that can exist 
in eternity.

It is through an active participation of each member in the 
true life of the Church that Christian spirituality is properly devel-
oped. Baptism is the starting point of the spiritual growth from 
glory to glory through a holy life. The sacramental life enables the  
believer to grow into Christian maturity, both individually and  
collectively in the Church, which is the permanent temple of God. 
The experience of “Christ in us”, and “we in Christ” is the true mark 
of Christian spirituality. It is an unceasing process of ‘becoming’ 
and transforming from temporality to eternity. We partake in the 
fullness of Christ (“Pleroma”) that fills everything through the 
bondage of the love of God the Father and the Grace of the Son 
and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit and we expect a permanent 
transformation of the visible and invisible realities into eternal  
existence. The Church should develop a spirituality that can keep 
this Christian hope in the minds of all its believers until they attain 
eternal life.

◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆
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CHAPTER  V

AUTHORITY  AND  SCRIPTURES

 Preamble

The word ‘authority’ (Greek word “Exousia”) is becoming very 
attractive now-a-days. Ministers, officers, leaders in societies, 
Churches and families are deeply involved and relate themselves 
to ‘authority’. Authorization, exchange of authority, malpractices 
and frictions among different authorities are common factors  
influencing the societies. Church functionalities too are hugely  
influenced with authoritarian nuances. A right understanding and 
recognition of the idea of “Authority and support documents” is 
highly necessary for the normal establishment, proper existence 
and regular growth of any Church or society. This is quite  
significant as far as the Church is concerned. The Jews rejected  
Jesus Christ and His mission because they could not find  
necessary authenticity and scriptural support in their established 
religious framework of Judaism. The silence of Jesus Christ to 
their questions regarding His ‘authority’ too can be considered 
as a point of prime significance (Jn. 21:23-27). Jesus clearly  
declared that, though all powers on heaven and earth have been 
given to Him by His Father in heaven, He is exercising them only 
to fulfill the will of His Father and not His own will. (Mt.7:29; 9:6; 
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28:18, Jn. 5:30, Rom. 13:1). This must be the most ideal approach 
of all those who are in any positions of authority in any society,  
especially in the Church. Authority is given from ‘above’, and is to 
be executed as per the direction from “above”. Any “authority” 
given to somebody should be used only for the given ‘purpose’, 
and not to be misused for one’s “own” purposes.

1. The Authority through written documents / scriptures

The early Christians, being attracted by the life and teachings of 
‘Jesus Christ’, considered the Jewish scripture or books of the Old 
Testament, as the authentic basis for their faith. They followed 
the Jewish form of “Synagogue Worship”. The Apostolic Church 
recognized and used the Old Testament (prophetic writings) in  
order to present Jesus of Nazareth as the ‘Messiah’ or the “Christ” 
for whom all Israelites were awaiting down through generations. 
But the Christian approach towards Jewish scriptures was  
slightly different from the Jewish interpretations and certain  
practices (as we see in the scripture “Didache” or Apostolic teachings) 
like fasting on Wednesday and Friday instead of Monday and 
Thursday. The Jewish festivals of Tabernacle, Pentecost and  
Passover were given new meanings in relation to the Christian 
events of the public ministry of Jesus Christ. Later, when the 
Church began to grow, the Church had to accept new ideas and 
practices from the Greek and Latin culture of the Roman Empire. 
The concept of “logos”, developed in Greek philosophy, was 
adapted by St. John the Apostle to explain ‘Jesus Christ’ to the 
Greek world (St. Jn. 1:1-18). Later on, “Christology” developed by 
the Antiochean and Alexandrian schools of theology had taken up 
the cultural contexts of those places. This theological formulation 
later on paved the way to divisions, controversies, heresies, refor-
mation etc. in the history of the Church. Even for today, we are not 
altogether free from these sorts of confusions. 

Therefore a study on the authority and scriptural support for 
any Christian traditions is very important. Though an impartial,  
unbiased, and unprejudiced study is not perfectly possible, a search 
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for the origin, history, validity and relevance of various points and 
documented sources of authority will enable us to have a balanced 
approach in our attempt to grow into Christian maturity.

2. ‘Scripture’ – Written and Unwritten

The ‘Old Testament’ in the Bible has been considered to contain 
some common written scriptural references acceptable to the 
members of the three ancient religions originated in the Middle 
East, namely the Judaism, Christianity and Islam. It is quite natural 
that each religion will have their own approaches and ways of  
interpreting these scriptures for their own existence. Therefore, 
the credibility and authenticity of those written scriptures mostly 
depend on the persons and their manners in which they are  
understood and interpreted at their own religious and cultural 
context.

Though Jesus Christ himself came not to “remove the Mosaic 
Law” but to reinforce them in their proper sense, the Jewish  
custodians of the Law the Scribes and Phrasees – could not accept the 
interpretation of Jesus Christ. This “problem of hermeneutics” is a 
real barrier in the study of “Scripture and authority”, where the faith 
and interests of the interpreting community remain as the criteria 
for interpretations. No Church or Society can exist by ignoring 
these factors of prejudices on written documents as sources of 
authority. This is true even within the Christian denominations. 
  

The conservative Christian denominations hold the view that 
the authenticity of the written scriptures is to be evaluated by the 
‘Whole Mind’ of the Church, that truly lives ‘in Christ’ through 
devout  worshipping and good witnessing life in the society. For 
them, it is the “Church” that declares authenticity to the approved 
written scriptures.

But, on the other hand, the reformed denominations of Christian 
Church consider the written scriptures as the document of rules 
for the “formation and functions” of every Christian Church. They 



52

◆ WALK THE WAY ◆
deny all the living practices in the Church that are not mentioned 
in the written scripture. They argue that scripture is the authority 
to declare the authenticity of the Church. Therefore, they deny 
traditional practices like infant baptism, prayer for the departed, 
communion of saints etc. on the reason that they are not clearly 
mentioned in the written scripture-the New Testament. At the 
same time, they also practice many non-scriptural habits in  
reformed Churches. Any way the Holy Spirit, who leads every  
believer to the fullness of truth, should be considered as the 
source and interpreter of all written and unwritten practices in the 
life of the Christian Church. If we close our eyes and mind towards 
the true light from the Holy Spirit, we shall be drifted away from 
the right track of Christian life (2 Cor. 4:4). It is the “Mind of the 
Church”, receiving the Holy Spirit as the source and interpreter of 
all divine revelations and exhortations documented in the written 
scriptures, that judges, grasps and practices “the scripture” in 
the world for the glory of God. Since, this “Mind of the Church” 
is being used as the criterion for interpreting the scriptures, the 
traditional elements and practices leading to create that “Mind” 
are also important in Christian life, and cannot be rejected as  
“human creation”, since Holy Spirit is guiding us to all truth, that 
are yet to be revealed and interpreted as in the case in the Old  
Testament. The New Testament period is not yet over, it is extended 
till the second coming of Christ. Therefore, all ‘events’ happening 
in this New Testament period are to be documented as part of New  
Testament scripture, just like the Old Testament historical events 
are recorded and considered as a part of the ‘Holy Scripture’  
before Christ’s incarnation for the first time as an infant Jesus in 
Bethlehem. Just as we consider “Pentateuch’, ‘Prophetic’ books 
and ‘Historical books all together as the ‘word of God’ in the Old  
Testament, the ‘Gospels’ the Epistles and other historical writings of 
later centuries are to be considered as part of the New Testament. 
The authenticity of these writings are to be judged by the living 
‘Mind’ of the Church, as happened in the case of Old Testament 
scriptures at Jamnia Council in AD 100. The divine plan of salvation 
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still continues till the second coming of Christ as ‘King and Lord’, 
and all the events happening till that “end time” are controlled by 
the Holy Spirit, and those recorded history should be considered 
as part of New Testament scripture. 

3. Bible and Tradition

Bible is the “written tradition” of the Christian life, while “Tradition”
is the “unwritten Bible” of the Christian Church. Both are two  
expressions of a single reality “the life in Christ”. Christ is the 
true ‘Word’ of God, used first at the time of the creation of the  
universe. Then, the ‘Word of God was uttered in the universe 
through the mouths of the prophets (as “Thus Faith the Lord”). 
In the fullness of time, the Word became flesh and dwelt among 
us as Jesus Christ (St. Jn. 1:14). The “Incarnate Word” still living 
among us is not fully grasped and expressed by us. Proclamation 
of the “Word of God” till continues in the Church.

Jesus Christ did not write anything of His own, and did not ask 
anybody to write down for Him. Jesus formed a community that 
could hear the ‘Word of God’ and follow Him up to the loving  
presence of God the Father. The written scriptures may help a  
person to have an intellectual apprehension of the Word of 
God to a certain extent, but the sense of the presence of God is 
the real divine experience, which is far beyond any intellectual  
perception of the written scriptures. Letter kills, but the spirit 
gives life (2 Cor. 3:6). Real Christian life is not an intellectual  
conception of the word of God, but a living example of Jesus Christ, 
who enacted the word of God in this bodily life on earth. Thus, 
‘Word’ of God is not to be uttered as abstract ideas, but to be lived 
in our bodily life on earth, like a letter readable to all who look 
at the (2 Cor. 3:1-3) life on earth. Then the style, form and mode 
of life of Christianity may develop some traditional practices, 
 which are different in different time, space and situations. These 
‘traditions’, (which are not “written documents”) also have a great 
role in keeping the true nature of the Church.
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It is only after many years of the founding of the Church that 

some of the oral traditions of the Church were written down as 
scriptures; and that too cannot be claimed to be full since they 
were written from ‘memories’ of the events happened in the life 
of Christ in the world. The revealed truth is not only incomplete, 
but also incomprehensible without the help of the Holy Spirit  
(Jn. 16:12-13), who is still continuing to guide us unto all truth 
through the Church till the second coming of Christ. We are still 
in the New Testament period, and all the past events happened in 
the Church and those are yet to happen in the future, are also to 
be considered as the content of the New Testament history of the 
Church. Just like the history and tradition of old Israel became “the 
contents of the Old Testament scripture, the history and tradition 
of the Church, being the New Israel, must be considered as part 
of the New Testament Scripture. Moreover, the Scripture already 
published as New Testament are incomplete, since we find names 
of books in Old Testament (Prophet-Jiddo) and in New Testament 
(Letter to Laodicea). Though mentioned in the Bible itself they are 
not yet available to us. Similarly all literature published later as 
‘Gospel’ and ‘Letters’ are to be rejected if they don’t agree to the 
‘published scripture as New Testament. Eg. Apocalyptical books.  
It is the ‘Mind of the Church that judges the validity.

In other words the protestant tradition of accepting only the  
27 books of the first century New Testament as the only basis for 
the fullness of Christian life and rejecting all other valid Christian 
writings of the later centuries that are complementary and  
enriching the ideas of the New Testament scripture as part of 
the New Testament literature, cannot be accepted in a Christian 
standpoint. This sense of continuity is to be maintained because 
an approach otherwise denies the guidance of the Holy Spirit in 
the present Church, as happened in the early Church. It should be 
considered as a sin against the Holy Spirit.

At the same time another extreme policy of the Roman Catholic 
tradition of accepting all non-scriptural practices contradictory to 
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the content of the Gospel as part of the New Testament scripture, 
is also to be rejected.  The claim of the Roman Catholic Church 
that the ‘ex-cathedra’ declarations of the Pope are infallible, 
and therefore as valid as the revealed truth narrated in the New  
Testament literature, is also to be totally rejected, since it does 
not fit into the true tradition of Christian Church.

The Orthodox Church denies the Roman Catholic claim that 
there are two sources of divine revelation-namely the ‘word of 
God’ as revealed in the Bible, and the “word of pope” as declared 
from his throne. At the same time, unlike the Protestant and Roman 
Catholic Churches, the Orthodox Church holds that there is only 
single source of divine revelation namely the ‘Holy Tradition’ of 
the life of Christians in ‘Church’, where Christ and Holy Spirit lead 
the believers through ever renewed practices, appearing first in 
‘oral form’ and later on in “written form”. Thus Scripture is the 
written form of tradition and tradition is still the unwritten form of 
scripture, both being two expression of single source of revelation 
from God. The Orthodox principle of “Consensus Fidelium”  
(consensus of the Faithful) enables to evaluate the validity of the 
oral tradition and allows the “Common Mind” of the Church guided 
and controlled by the Holy Spirit either to accept or to reject any 
tradition that are contradicting the true Christian message revealed 
in the Gospels of Jesus Christ, as described in the New Testament.

4. The Authority of the Church

The Church has the authority to interpret and accept the Christian 
doctrines revealed in the Holy Scripture as part of the Tradition of the 
Church. Similarly, the Church has also the responsibility of creating 
new ‘traditions’ fitting for the cultural and national contexts 
without contradicting the basic truth and message of the Scripture, 
for a better apprehension of Christianity and for better practicing 
of Christian life in any part of the world.

The Scripture is not above the Church, which is the Body of 
Christ, where the Holy Spirit gradually leads into all truth, according 
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to the capacity of the members of the Church. Therefore, the New 
Testament is the written history of the guidance of the Holy Spirit 
in the first Century, while the guidance of Holy Spirit in the history 
of the Church still continues in later centuries till the 2nd coming of 
Christ and that history also forms the part of the New Testament. 
Since they are written in later centuries, of course, we should  
admit the primary priority of the first century records, as we see 
in the New Testament Books.

The living Church, as the Body of Christ; the true embodiment 
of the Word of God, is growing in history towards eternity. The 
Holy Spirit guides this Christian growth which cannot be confined 
to a certain period or to a particular place. The ‘Christianity’ born 
in the Middle East has grown up and spread unto four ends of 
the world creating new history and traditions. ‘Jesus Christ’ being 
the “Living Word” cannot be confined in the printed words of the 
scriptures of the New Testament alone.

Since, the Holy Spirit guides the Church into the fullness of all 
truth, the Holy mysteries or sacraments in the Church that are 
functioning by the power of the Holy Spirit as the vital part of the 
Christian tradition, play an important role in building up of the 
true Christian life. The real authority in the Church is expressed in 
those who can go through the sacramental experiences of rebirth 
and reconciliation to follow Jesus Christ, expressing Christian love 
through “self giving sacrifice” as we see on the cross at Calvary. 
The divine character, as revealed in the life of Christ, is the basis of 
true authority in the Church. The authority of Christ is seen in true 
commitment to suffer and serve for Christ. Therefore the authority 
of the ‘martyrs’ were considered more valuable than that of the 
bishops in the early Church. The idea of “ruling authority” was not 
of truly Christian origin. Unfortunately this political mode of royal 
authority of the Kings to conquer and rule over their enemies  
became a fashion of the shepherd of the Church. Thus the ‘ministers’ 
became ‘administrators’ with secular idea of ‘authority’, which 
caused great damage of real Christian life and witness. This  
approach created a gap between the ‘shepherd’ and the ‘sheep’, 
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which later developed to clear division in the Christian Church as 
the “clergy” and the “Laity”.

There are occasions for exercising secular authority in the 
Church, when some serious offenses of some members became 
a threat to other member of the Church. In such situations strict 
disciplinary measures are to be taken in the style of secular  
authority (1 Cor. 5:1,9-13). But, that should be carefully done with 
a Christian approach. There should be rules and regulations in the 
Church for the purpose of keeping up spiritual witness, but they 
are to be used only at anomalous and disastrous situations that 
endanger the real core of Christian life. The tradition of love and  
suffering is the true foundation for Christian authority. The ‘word’ in 
‘action’ to express the true life of Christ in the life of each Christian 
is the true scripture, and true tradition and true authority  
St. Paul writes: “You are our epistle written in our hearts, known 
and read by all men. Clearly you are an epistle of Christ ministered 
by us, written not with ink, but by the spirit of the living God, not 
on tablets of stone, but on tablets of flesh, that is of the heart”.  
(2 Cor. 3: 2,3).

5. Christian tradition and non Christian scriptures

Can we make use of the scriptures of non-Christian traditions
for an effective expression of Christian life among the non- 
Christians? In the history of Christianity, we find such situations, 
when the apostles, and later leaders of the Church adapting  
Christian faith to make it more relevant to their culture. Thus 
Christianity is being practiced in different indigenous styles and 
forms in different parts of the world. In India also, such an attempt 
has been launched by Roman Catholic Church. The protestant 
Churches, who reject the traditional adoptions, do not agree to 
this move. The Orthodox Church can move forward in India as had 
happened in other Orthodox Churches. Let us submit ourselves to 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit to lead us into all truth and maturity. 

◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆
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CHAPTER VI

AUTOCEPHALY AND AUTONOMY 
OF THE CHURCH

 Preamble 

Every Eucharistic Community, assembling together for true 
worship of God in true Christian Faith and practice, with true  
ordained ministry is considered to be having the fullness of the 
universal Church, and is known to be a “Church in miniature”. Thus 
we find the fullness of the Church in each place like the Church of 
Corinth, Ephesus, Rome, Galatia, Thessalonica etc as we see in 
the New Testament. Like these national independent Churches of 
the early period, the Orthodox Churches exist in different parts of 
the world, with ‘autocephaly’ and ‘autonomy’. This status enables 
them to express true Christian faith and life in their own cultural,  
linguistic, and national background by which they could impress 
other non-Christian natives of their countries, and could accomplish 
an effective Christian witness among them.

The Greek word ‘cephalion’ (head) and “nomia”(rule, or law) 
are used for the “self headed” and ‘self-ruled’ nature of the 
Church. A Church of a place or a nation cannot be under the rule 
of another country. In other words, all Orthodox Churches are  
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national and independent and are known in the name of the 
country. They have national independent ecclesiastical heads, 
elected and accepted by the Church, without any interference of 
foreign Churches. The Orthodox Churches, like Russian Orthodox,  
Armenian Orthodox, Ethiopian Orthodox etc are some examples. 
All Orthodox Churches hold the authority to elect and install their 
national supreme heads such as the Catholicos or Patriarch, without 
having any jurisdiction over the Churches of the other nations. 
That is why the Orthodox Churches do not allow foreign bishops 
or even missionaries from Catholic or Protestant denominations 
to execute any administrative function in the Orthodox Churches. 
Because of this reason, the Orthodox Churches are sometimes  
falsely blamed by them as “non-missionary” Churches. The Orthodox 
Churches use the principle of “autonomy and autocephaly” 
in such a way that ‘Christian life’ could be more effectively  
communicated in the national language, culture and ethos. The 
method and style of mission, imported from outside, seem to 
be strange and impractical to most of the indigenous mind, and 
that is the reason why the Orthodox Churches try to develop an  
indigenous nature of Christianity. 

1. The need and purpose of Autocephaly and Autonomy

‘Autocephaly’ or ‘self-headed’ nature of any national Church 
meant for the freedom to fulfill the Christian responsibility of 
true witnessing through necessary adoptions of the indigenous 
aspects of the country. Thus, they can imbibe and incorporate the 
linguistic, cultural, historic and ethnic elements of their nation 
and can present the core of Christian faith and life style in a most 
fitting and effective way so that the non-Christians of the country 
may grasp them easily. This freedom of the Orthodox Churches 
enables them for a better and fruitful form of “Christian Mission”, 
which is neither alienating them nor distorting them from their 
language, culture and ethnic nature.

Thus, each Orthodox Church could be known by the name of 
the country, and could keep the cultural identity, ethnic features 
and religious uniqueness in the liturgical worship, sacramental  
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rituals and religious approaches. Just as Orthodox Churches like 
the Greek,  the Syrian, the Egyptian, the Ethiopian, the Russian 
etc were developed and known in the name of their countries,  
the Orthodox Church in India, should be free with “self-headed” and 
‘self-governed’ structure of administration, so that the Orthodox 
Church in India can have free interaction and inculturation with 
the Indian religious mind. Then only the name “Orthodox” could 
be applied to Indian Churches. As long as the Church is ‘governed’ 
by the ‘heads’ from abroad, the Indian Church can never become 
‘Orthodox’ in the true sense of the word. As long as the culture and 
liturgical traditions from Syrian, (Arabian) Greek, Latin, Anglican 
or Byzantine Churches are imported and absorbed as true pattern 
of Christianity, the Indian Religious mind may not be able to grasp 
the true Christian contents in order to develop a true Christianity 
in India. Any foreign rule over any Christian Church will not help 
the true expression of “Orthodox Christianity”. The Christianity 
shaped in other cultures cannot be “Orthodox” in nature. In order 
to develop a “true Christian of India” (Indian Orthodox Church) 
the autocephaly and ‘autonomy’, as was practiced in the early 
centuries, should be established and maintained. Then only, the 
Christian Church will have an impact on the Indian religious mind. 
India is a very fertile land for true Christianity if practiced and  
presented in Indian style and pattern. This is not possible for any 
of the Indian Christian Churches as long as they are governed from 
outside by heads of other Churches like Pope of Rome or Patriarch 
of Antioch, or the Archbishop of England. In order to evolve and 
maintain “unity and witness” of Christians in India, they should be 
free from the bondage of all foreign control.

The history of Indian Christianity clearly shows that the  
divisions in the Church started because of the foreign “missionary” 
invasions from the Portuguese (Roman) Anglican (Protestant) 
and Syrian (Antiochene) Churches. Hence the Orthodox principle 
of ‘Autocephaly’ and  “autonomy” should be highlighted and ap-
plied as quickly and effectively as possible in order to reinstate 
and safeguard the “Unity and Witness” of the Indian Christians of  
St. Thomas practiced during pre-Portuguese period.
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When we examine the history of different Orthodox Churches, 

we find three types of relationships between “the Church and the 
state” 

(1) The head of the state protecting and supporting the Christian 
Church in early period. Eg. Church of Edessa, Ethiopia, Byzantine etc. 
   (2) Heads of the state persecuting the Churches, as minority 
communities, under Turkish rule. Eg. Churches in Greece, Syria, 
Egypt etc, and modern Orthodox Churches in the communist 
countries of the Eastern Europe and Russia 

(3) The state heads neither supporting nor persecuting Chris-
tians. Eg. India. 

The first example is ideal where the head of the state is becoming 
helpful in the building up of a national Church with all cultural and 
linguistic identity. The Christian Church could influence the artistic, 
musical, literary, social, political and even economic realities 
of the nation. To achieve this pattern of early Christianity, we 
should adopt “The Orthodox” nature of Christian life and witness, 
in such a way that the ruler of the nation should be impressed. 
The autonomy and autocephaly of the Church are finally aiming 
at this target.

2. The Indian Orthodox Church and Indian Nationalism

Unfortunately “Orthodoxy” is usually misunderstood even 
by many Christians as a very conservative, rigid, non adaptive  
outlook, standing against all progressive steps in the Church. 
But real Orthodoxy aims at all productive and progressive steps 
that are befitting to the modern expression of Christianity, while  
keeping the basic principles to its Christian core. There are much 
opportunities and freedom to express Christian faith emphatically 
and effectively through necessary adoptions and inculturation of 
linguistic, literary and ethnic features of the country. Even though 
the traditional rituals and practices are highly honoured, the  
Orthodox principles allow necessary changes needed for the  
growing generation. This freedom of national expression and 
adoption is not possible in any Churches other than the Orthodox.
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This national identity of the Orthodox Churches on the other 
hand becomes an apparent barrier for Orthodox Churches from 
different countries to meet for a common worship in any of the 
countries. Still, they can exist and worship in their own way, where 
all members can participate in the ‘Orthodox ethos’ of the worship, 
as expressed generally in all Orthodox Liturgies.

The Christian traditions developed in the intellectual and  
spiritual milieu of the ancient Greco-Roman background, gradually 
got infiltrated into the life of the Indian Church. While Christianity 
flourished in those eastern countries with fairly rich national  
identity, the Church in India could not reach the “religious heart 
and mind” of India with the same kind of dynamism. There are 
some possible reasons for such alienated situation. 

1) The principles of Orthodoxy were not properly explained to
and grasped by the Indian Christians 

(2) Some kind of blind obedience to the ‘Eastern rituals’
and practices in foreign languages like Syriac and Latin became  
prominent in the Indian Church 

(3) The control from the foreign Church leaders might have
deliberately prohibited the Indian Christians from mingling with 
the Indian religious thoughts or practices with an intention to 
keep the uniqueness of Christianity. 

(4) The Indian Christians themselves might have been illiterate
to know the Indian religious literature, and unable to interact with 
them, 

(5) The over emphases of the Christian approach of the
foreigners to identify with the political, social and economic fields 
rather ignoring the religious resources of Indian sages. 

The Indian Christians did not make an attempt to peep into the 
rich philosophical and theological writings of the Hindu, Buddhist 
and Jaina religions, which are far deeper and wider than the  
Graco-Roman literature. That is why, we could neither develop  
a clear outline of ‘Indian Christian Theology’ nor a team of Indian 
Christian Theologians, who could seriously interact and exchange 
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ideas with Indian non-Christian religious leaders. We could not 
develop a proper Indian Christian liturgical style with an aim to  
attract and inspire the Indian hearts and minds. Our main  
attention was concentrated as establishing freedom in the  
administration level only, and we are still fighting for that, thereby  
ignoring the main aim of this freedom through “autocephaly and 
autonomy”. We have to strive a lot to go forward in the multi- 
dimensional growth and development of Indian Christianity. Here, 
the ‘Orthodox’ Church should be the pioneer as was the case of 
almost all independent national Churches in the world.

3. The Role of Orthodox Church in the formation of “One 
    Indian Christian Church”

As we saw earlier, the Christian Churches in India, especially in 
Kerala, were ruled over by foreign Church leaders for the last five 
hundred years. The Syrian Christians were specially controlled by 
bishops and priests who considered any changes or adaptation 
as ‘heresies’ without knowing the implications and the details. It 
was a kind of blind imitation of 13th century Syrian traditions. Its 
meaning and relevance in Indian context were not considered or 
evaluated properly; on the contrary it was taught that the true  
Orthodox Christianity is to adhere only to Syrian (Syriac) tradition as 
taught by the Syrian bishops and that phenomena is still continued 
in some Syrian Christian Churches.

Since the 17th century many other “western” priests and  
missionaries from Portugal and England imported their own 
“readymade Christianity” and imposed them upon Indian minds 
without making proper evaluation of its effectiveness and produc-
tivity. Because of these “tin food” experiences, the Indian Church 
could not supply enough “cooked food” as per the taste of the 
Indian religious mind, which was trained in “eastern” ways of 
thought. We need not blame or denounce the attempts of the 
Christian missionaries, but we have to realize the fact that we  
Indian Christians have failed to express true Christianity in our 
soil, as the foreign missionaries could do in their own countries. 
They have grown up in such a way that they could develop their 
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own theological methods and standards for their own national 
Christianity, and could even send missionaries outside their  
countries.  We should feel ashamed of receiving only those 
“scanned Tin Foods”, while God has given enough fields with  
fertile soil, and good seeds from the word of God. We should 
search for our Indian methods of missionary cultivation so that 
we may produce enough spiritual food not only for our people in 
India, but also for those outside in diaspora.

This is where, the Orthodox Church has a great role to play. The 
two extremes of Roman Catholicism and Protestantism can find 
an agreed meeting point at “Orthodoxy”, since true ‘Orthodoxy’ 
keeps up the right faith and worship of the undivided Christianity 
of the first three centuries. Today’s “Orthodox Church” in India 
has yet to become real ‘Orthodox’ through a screening and  
purging process, before claiming to be the “pivotal point” of Christian 
unity. Anyway, the role and relevance of ‘Orthodoxy’ is to be deeply 
upheld for the formation of a true Indian Christian Church, headed 
by “Indian Christian leaders”, and “Indian Christian Theologians”. 
 We shall try to develop this idea a little further. Almost 
all other Christian countries have tried to establish their own 
“Schools of theology” by which they could discuss and develop  
literature and practices fitting for their own countries. Indian  
Christian also can have such an effort, if they are ‘free’ from all  
foreign affiliations and commitments. Most of the Churches are 
still under ideological and financial bondage from which their  
liberation is not easy. Just as the “Alexandrian School” and  
‘Antiochene School’ of 3rd century were organized and served as 
resources for the early Christian life, in India also we should develop 
a “School of Indian Christian Theology” by which we can have 
Independent discussions to develop Indian Christian Theology, 
which shall serve as a resource for a fruitful and effective  
cultivation of the ‘Word of God’ in the fertile Indian soil, with 
proper manuring and watering directly from the “Indian Mind”.

Though this is our common goal of Indian Christians, the flow 
of foreign money and missionaries may retard the acceleration 
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of the process of Indigenization towards an “Indian Christianity”. 
This is a great challenge that Christians are facing today. We can-
not protest against the ‘foreign help, as long as we are unable to 
provide for “Independent Indian Christianity”. 

 But as a basic principle, we are to propagate the need and 
relevance of ‘Orthodoxy’, and prepare the common Christian  
conscience to work for an Indian Christianity, even though it is a 
remote possibility. The “true Orthodoxy” is not the monopoly of 
the so called “Orthodox Church”, but is the true nature of ‘straight 
Christianity’ which is yet to be properly formed in India. The  
negative evaluation of ‘Orthodoxy’ as obsolete conservatism is to 
be removed from the minds of the leaders of the Christian Churches 
in India. A wide range of discussion “on Orthodoxy” must be  
arranged at different regions of the country through the ecumenical 
gatherings as well as denominational meetings. The Orthodox 
Church in India has to take the pain in organizing and sponsoring 
such exposure campaigns, without denouncing or hurting the 
feelings of other Christian religious leaders in India and abroad. 
This task is very delicate as well as urgent to be handled with care 
and prayer. May God almighty remove all hurdles in His own ways 
and in His own styles in the fullness of time.

We should also be guarded against a possible danger. Keeping 
the Christian core and basic principles of Christianity a syncretic  
mixture of different faiths and cultures in the name of ‘Indigenization’ 
is quite dangerous both to the Christians and non-Christians in 
India. The main target of autocephaly and inculturation is to  
impart true Christianity to Indian mind and culture. The danger of 
‘Syncretism’, may add confusion even among the Christians in India. 
Christianity is not to be counted as one of the many religions, 
but should be able to serve as invisible source of divine inspira-
tion which can guide and control the thought and life of all men 
of all religions in the true Christian way of loving God and man 
as expressed in the Life of Jesus Christ. If it is not achieved, our 
attempts for united Christian witnessing and ecumenism will  
continue as a ‘mirage’ in the desert.

◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆
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CHAPTER  VII

DIVISIONS (SCHISMS) IN THE CHURCH: 
A HISTORICAL SURVEY

1. Historical Background

We get a brief history of the fist century Christianity in the
New Testament Biblical narrations. Even though different names 
like Rome, Corinth, Galatia etc were given for the geographical 
expression, there was only one Church with uniform faith and  
liturgical practices all over. Later, the learned Church Fathers had 
to take special care to protect and propagate the true Christian 
faith and practices in spite of grave attacks from the heretical 
teachings that paved the way to divisions in the one true Christian 
Church. Up to AD 431, the “oneness” of the Church could be  
maintained in a fairly good manner, but later we find the history 
of schisms and divisions in the Church. The split became almost 
clear on the title, the “Mother of God” (Theotokos) which was 
questioned by one Bishop Nestorius who argued that St. Mary 
cannot be called “The Mother of God”, instead he prescribed the 
term ‘Christotokos’, that is ‘Mother of Christ’, there by apparently 
denying the divinity of Christ Jesus, at the time of birth. Even 
though, the Church declared Nestorius as a heretic, a small group 
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joined with him causing a small, but clear split in the Church. The 
Church Fathers agree that Nestorius did not hold the ‘heresies’ 
that were later developed by his followers as “Nestorianism”.  
Anyhow, the first division happened in the Church in the Council 
of Ephesus held in AD 431.

The next serious division occurred in the Council of Chalcedon 
in AD 451, where different arguments were put forward on the  
person (physis = nature) of Jesus Christ. The Roman Catholic  
Church from the West and the Eastern Orthodox Churches 
joined together to argue for “Double nature” (Divine and 
human separate) while, a small minority, called the Oriental  
Orthodox ChurFr. Abraham Thomas ches of which our Church  
is a part, argued for “one nature” of Christ. In short, this led to  
a clear division in the Church. Both the parties accused each  
other as “Diophysites” and “Monophysites” without understanding 
 exactly what they meant. (Now this problem has been discussed 
and settled to agree as “one incarnate nature”). The Coptic and 
Antiochean Orthodox Churches were there to argue in the Synod 
of 451 and later the Armenian and Ethiopian Churches accepted 
that position. It was only in 20th century that we the Indian Ortho-
dox Church identified to be a member of the Oriental Orthodox 
Churches. After the independence of Eritrea to form as a separate 
nation, in order to maintain the national identity and following 
the Orthodox pattern, in 1995 the Eritrean Orthodox Church has 
become autocephalous. This has made the total number of the 
Oriental Orthodox Churches into six. These six Churches retain 
the Eucharistic communion with each other as the member of 
the “One true Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church” upholding the 
general faith and creeds of the first three Councils.

The major division known as “Great Schism” happened in  
AD 1054 between the Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern 
Byzantine Churches sharing the Antiochian tradition through  
the seven Ecumenical Councils. But in the 8th Council at 1054 
AD the question of ‘filioque clause’ regarding the procession of 
Holy Spirit, was the cardinal point of disagreement. The Eastern 
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Churches, including the Oriental Churches held the view that the 
procession of the Holy Spirit is only from God the Father while 
the Roman Catholic western Christianity upheld the theory of  
“Double Procession” of the Holy Spirit “both from God the Father 
and from the Son”. The difference between Western and Eastern 
political, cultural and ethnic features was the real reason behind 
the division, the theological reason being highlighted only to cover 
up the real secular division between East and West.

This division was so great that the head of Western Churches, 
Pope of Rome and the titular head of Eastern Churches, the  
Patriarch of Constantinople, now known as Ecumenical Patriarch, 
accused each other as ‘heretics’. (This rift has now been rectified 
through ecumenical dialogues and the “anathmas” have been  
removed in 1964. Moreover, in 2006, The Pope Benedict XVI 
and the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople Bartholomew  
proclaimed a ‘common agreed statement’ nullifying all misunder-
standings between them and exhorting all Christians for unity in 
Christ for a common witness).

The Western Churches are governed by one universal head 
“Pope of Rome”, while the Eastern Churches are governed  
independently by their national heads called Patriarchs or  
Catholicos. The following are some major Eastern Orthodox  
autocephalous Churches: Russian, Greek, Rumanian, Bulgarian, 
Georgian, Serbian, Albanian etc. These Churches, though known 
as “Greater Eastern Orthodox Churches’, do not have Eucharistic 
communion with the lesser Eastern or Oriental Orthodox Churches. 
These greater Orthodox Churches are called Chalcedonian 
or Byzantine Orthodox Churches, while lesser group Oriental  
Orthodox Churches as “non-Chalcedonians”. The Byzantine  
Orthodox Churches accept seven Ecumenical Councils while  
the Oriental Orthodox Churches accept only the first three  
Ecumenical Councils. As a result of Reformation in 16th Century 
in the Western Roman Catholic Church under Pope of Rome,  
various protestant Churches were growing to the level of  
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a movement called “Protestantism”. It was by the ‘anathema’ on 
German Monk Priest Martin Luther by Pope Leo X in 1531 that 
Protestantism originated and developed. It is to be specially noted 
that the “Protestantism” originated in “Western Roman Catholic 
Church”, and not in any “Eastern or Oriental Orthodox Churches”. 
Now, the Protestantism has reached to almost all countries in the 
world. Even in India, the Protestantism affected the established 
‘St. Thomas Syrian Christians’ to cause rivalry and damage to the 
true Christian existence and witness in the country. It is only in the 
second half of the 20th century that “Ecumenism” an attempt for 
unity and co-operation started.  

If the ecumenical movements should function effectively,  
all Churches should get freedom from the foreign controlling 
agents giving financial support. The Orthodox Church in India is 
now struggling for such independence. The former Prime Minister 
of India Mr. A.B. Vajpaye once admired these efforts of our  
Orthodox Church that we identify with the Indian national  
religious experience. Even the Roman Catholic Church in India  
also struggles for national identity and freedom of expression as  
Indian Catholic Church (The Star of the East June-Sept.1987). 
Very recently, Malankara Syrian Catholic Church acquired  
restricted administrational freedom through the installation of a 
“titular Catholicos” even though the Catholic Church has no eastern 
tradition of Catholicate. Instead of bringing unity of the local or 
national Christians, this ‘Catholicos’ of the Roman Catholic Church 
creates confusion among the Orthodox Christians in India. This 
seems to be a part of the Roman Catholic policy of “colonization” 
and “Proselytism” with “Sugar coated pills” of Catholicism. This 
phenomenon stands as a hurdle for true ecumenism.

Similarly, a group of Indian Orthodox Church is misguided by 
their leaders to affirm a kind if slavish affinity towards the Western 
Syrian Orthodox Christianity governed by the so called Patriarch 
of Antioch, though they have no direct connection with Syria  
or Antioch, today. This is an open violation of the true Orthodox 
principles of “Autocephaly and Autonomy” of all national Orthodox 
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Churches. The Patriarch of Antioch, as a head of the Syrian  
Orthodox Church, has no right to rule another Orthodox Church  
in India. But, his direct intervention stands as a hurdle for true 
unity among Indian Orthodox Christians.

2. Chalcedon Definition

Christological discussions were quite live even before the
Council of Chalcedon in two major Theological Schools: namely 
“Alexandrian Christology” holding the Eastern ‘one nature’ view, 
and another “Antiochene Christology” arguing for the “two  
nature” theory.

When the Synod met at Chalcedon in 451, convened by Emperor 
Marcian, consented by Pope Leo of Rome, western position of  
Antiochene School was accepted. The document presented in the 
name “Tome of Leo” was enforced in the Synod, and the Fathers 
were compelled to accept it. Even though this document was not 
an improved or appended version of the Canons of the Nicene 
Council of AD 325, certain words of this new document against 
the heretics were attractive to the members of the Council. All 
agree with one voice that the Divinity and Humanity were fully 
revealed in Jesus Christ. Even the heretics agree this. But the  
disagreement was only on the ‘how’ of the relation of these two 
natures in Christ.

Eutyches, a Presbyter of the Church of Constantinople was 
named as the main-heretic. He taught that the humanity of Jesus 
Christ had already mixed with the ‘divinity’, and against this heresy, 
the Chalcedon Council proposed the phrase “without co-mixture”. 
To what Appollanarius, of the previous century described as in 
the place of human mind, Jesus Christ assumed ‘the Logos’ (the 
word), the Council accepted the phrase “without Change”.  And 
to what Nestorius argued as two separate natures in Christ acting 
separately at different stages Chalcedon accepted the phrase 
“Without fraction or division in two natures”. These clearly defined 
terminologies were easily acceptable for those who were trained 
in western ways of thinking in an analytical way.
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But, the Eastern Church Fathers could not accept the termi-
nology “in two natures”, even though necessary guarding terms 
like ‘without mixture’, without change “without fraction and  
division”, were added to it. They argued that this was another  
version of Nestorian heresy. When Jesus Christ cried at the tomb 
of Lazarus his humanity was active and when he raised Lazarus 
from the tomb, his divinity was active. This type of grasping the 
‘nature of Christ’ in two natures will result in depicting Jesus Christ 
as one individual with two personalities. Therefore, the Eastern 
Church Fathers argued that the Chalcedon definition will result 
in describing incarnation as an attempt to reveal Christ as only  
a medium to enact two persons, one human and another divine, 
in one individual and that this would lead to many other serious  
heresies. Therefore they proposed the term “from (ek) two natures” 
instead of “in (en) two natures” in the Chalcedon definition. But 
this eastern position was not acceptable to the Western Church 
Fathers headed by Pope Leo of Rome. This ended in the division 
of the Church into two clear groups. The definition by the leader 
of the eastern group Cyril of Alexandria, “one incarnate nature of 
God the Word”, was acceptable to the Eastern Church Fathers.

Though the split between Eastern and Western Christianity 
happened in AD 451 at the Council of Chalcedon, the causes that 
led to that situation were more political, linguistic and cultural 
than theological issues. After this first split, the easterners stood 
as a small separate group adhering the decisions of the first three 
Councils, while the Western group proceeded as a major group 
accepting the 4th Council (Second Nicene Council in AD 787) and 
splitting from the Western Church through a major division called 
“Great Schism” in the Church in AD 1054. This eastern group  
identified more with the non-Chalcedonian Christianity, and were 
later known as ‘Eastern Orthodox’ or ‘Byzantine Orthodox’ Churches, 
with their own national identity and administration, while the 
Western group was known as the ‘Roman Catholic Church’ under 
the universal administration of “Pope of Rome”.
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3. The Seven Ecumenical Councils of the Byzantine Churches 
We have seen the main issues discussed in the first four  

ecumenical Councils, Nicea (AD 325), Constantinople (AD 381), 
Ephesus (AD 431) and Chalcedon (AD 457). The next three more 
Councils namely, Second (AD 553) and Third (AD 680-81) Councils 
of Constantinople and the Second Nicene (AD 787) are common 
to the Byzantine and Roman Catholic Churches. In addition to this, 
14 more Church Councils were convened by the Roman Catholic 
Church under the leadership of Pope, the Bishop of Rome. Thus, the 
first 3 Councils are acceptable to the Oriental Orthodox Churches 
(to which the Indian Orthodox Church belong), first 7 Councils 
are acceptable to Eastern or Byzantine Orthodox Churches, 
and 21 Councils acceptable to Roman Catholic Church.Now let us 
briefly examine the three Councils held after the Councils of  
Chalcedon in AD 451

(a) The Second Council of Constantinople (AD 553)
In this council the presentation of a document arguing  

against the position of Cyril of Alexandria was rejected and  
declared the spokesmen of this document namely Theodor of 
Mopseustia, Theodoret of Cyprus and Ibas of Edessa as heretics. In 
this Council 165 bishops signed their attendance. It was Emperor 
Justinian who convened this ecumenical council. No clear ‘canons’ 
were formulated in this Council.

(b) The third Council at Constantinople (AD 680-81)
The bishops who attended this council were mostly  

under the jurisdiction of the Patriarchs of Alexandria and Antioch. 
This council rejected “Monothelitism” (a teaching that Christ has 
only “one will-power” neither human nor divine) as a heresy.  
But, the decision of the Council may be interpreted as “two will 
theory, because the council emphasized only on “moral unity of 
the will” rather than the physical unity of the will. This position led 
to the old quarrel as the “two nature” ‘theory of the Chalcedon 
Council. In that sense this was a repetition of the Chalcedon  
Council. No new canons were accepted in this Council.
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(c) The Second Council of Nicea (AD 787)

With the request of the Patriarch of Constantinople the empress 
Irene convened this council. This council decided that the pictures 
and Icons of Christ and Saints could be used in the Churches as 
helpful aids in public and private worships. The true liturgy is to 
be conducted only before God, at the same time, these media 
of Icons and pictures will create a helpful atmosphere for true  
worship of God more effectively. Therefore, this council not only 
encouraged iconography, but also anathematized those who  
oppose or argue against them. 22 disciplinary canons were also 
formulated in this Council.

The decisions of the above four Councils are not generally  
acceptable to the Oriental Churches. But, a serious study and 
discussion on these Council decisions will lead to a helpful and 
healthy understanding of Christian doctrines which will in turn 
enable the Eastern and oriental Churches to come closer. Such  
efforts had been taken by the leaders of the two groups- Oriental 
and Eastern that they have come to some conclusions which we 
shall discuss in the next chapter

◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆
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CHAPTER  VIII

ORIENTAL AND EASTERN CHURCHES: 
ON THE ROAD OF ECUMENISM

1. Background

Both these Churches share the common faith and Christian 
practices as approved by the first three Ecumenical Councils. 
Though they traveled in different directions after the 4th Council 
at Chalcedon in 451 AD, the reasons for that division and  
deviation were not purely based on ‘Faith’. The cultural polarization 
of Syrian-Egyptian group on one side, and Greek- Latin group on 
the other side, both under the Byzantine Empire was presented as 
theological issue, “the Nature” of Christ as the cause of division. 
In addition to their socio-political and cultural ties, the lack of 
communication and linguistic barrier also caused division to  
certain extend. The influence and interests of the Emperors and 
their political representatives had played very important role in 
the formation of the definitions of Canons in the Councils. The  
future history shows that an open approach to political, cultural and  
linguistic background of the two groups of Churches enhanced  
ecumenical dialogues leading to a better understanding for mutual 
recognition.
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2. Four Ecumenical Consultations

After the formal division, both Churches extended their border
line beyond their nations. Greek Churches included Churches 
of Russian and other East European countries into their fold.  
Similarly, the Oriental Churches enlarged themselves including 
the Churches of Armenia, Ethiopia and India, in addition to Syria 
and Egypt. Since all these Churches took membership in the World 
Council of Churches (WCC) the ecumenical concerns and efforts 
among them became more relevant and necessary at global level. 
When compared to the different protestant Churches in the WCC, 
these Oriental and Byzantine Orthodox Churches are more closer 
in their faith, practices, liturgies, spiritualities and internal essence 
of Christian life, thereby enabling the ecumenical dialogues  
between them more easy and effective.

The ‘Faith and Order’ commission of the WCC could play  
an important role to prepare a positive atmosphere for ecumenical 
dialogue. Thus four ecumenical consultations were unofficially 
conducted between the theologians of the two groups of Churches 
during the period 1964 to 1971. Those four following consulta- 
tions were very fruitful in the ecumenical history. They are  
(1) Aarhus in Denmark (1964) (2) Bristol in England (1967)
(3) Geneva in Switzerland (1970)      (4) Addis Ababa in Ethiopia (1971).
Total participants from two groups were 57. 28 participants from
the Churches of the Byzantine tradition (Ecumenical patriarchate
of Constantinople, Russia, Greece, Rumania, Bulgaria, Alexandria,
Cyprus) – and 29 participants from the Churches of the Oriental
tradition (Coptic Syria, Armenia, Ethiopia/Eretria, and India)
presented papers in those consultations for deep discussion. In
addition to the Christological debate, issues like the place and
validity of the ecumenical councils, the rejection and reception
of Church Fathers under anathema, the jurisdiction and status
and geographical issues of member Churches, were presented for
serious study and discussion. As a result they could produce “Joint
Communiqué and publish” agreed statements.
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(1)  Greek Orthodox Theological Review Vol. X, No. 2  
 winter 1964-65

(2) The Oriental Orthodox Churches, Addis Ababa Conference, 
  Jan. 1965.

3. Points of mutual Agreement

The main contradiction was based on the nature of the person 
of Christ. Both parties were blaming each other as ‘Monophysites’ 
and ‘Diophysites’. In the first consultation held in Aarhus (Denmark) 
in 1964 a common statement was declared like this; “Our inher-
ited misunderstandings have begun to clear up. We recognize in 
each other the one Orthodox faith of the Church, fifteen centuries 
of alienation have not led us astray from the faith of our Fathers…. 
On the essence of the Christological Dogma we found ourselves in 
full agreement. Through the different terminologies used by each 
side, we saw the same truth expressed”. Both sides rejected a 
doctrine of two sons, and the teaching that confused the natures 
of which one Christ is composed (Quoted by Fr. V. C. Samuel in 
‘Star of the East’, 1982, Vol. 4 No. 3, p.13). 

In 1967, the Bristol Consultation made a clearer agreed  
statement as follows: “But both  sides speak of a union without 
confusion, without change, without division, without separation. 
The four adverbs belong to our common tradition” (Ibid. p.13). 
The core issue of division was thus fully settled.

Along with this, the controversy on the ‘will’ of Christ  
(Monothelitism -Dithelitism) was also discussed and came 
upon the following statement: “All of us agree that the human 
will is neither absorbed nor suppressed by the divine will in the  
incarnate logos nor are they contrary one to other” (Ibid., 913). 
The Geneva Consultation in 1970, expressed the full and final 
agreement like this: “On the essence of the Christological dogma, 
our two traditions, despite fifteen centuries of separation, still 
find ourselves in full and deep agreement with the universal  
tradition of the one undivided Church (Ibid., 913).
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The Geneva Conference has recorded that the two groups join 

together to agree with the common tradition of the undivided 
Church. They could find uniformity in worship, spirituality,  
canonical rituals and practices. They could also find mutual  
agreement on basic teachings of the Church on the Holy Trinity, 
Christology,Pneumatology (Holy Spirit), Ecclesiology (Church)  
Ordained Ministry, Sacramental Mysteries, Communion of Saints 
and the Parousia (Second Coming of Christ). 

In 1979, in a meeting convened by the Roman Catholic  
ecumenical organization called ‘PRO-ORIENTE’ at Vienna in 
Austria, Metropolitan Chrisostomos as representative of the  
Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople presented a paper regarding 
the findings and proceedings of the ecumenical consultations 
between the Oriental and Byzantine Orthodox Churches. In that 
paper, he concluded like this- “The unity we seek to realize in the 
future, and in which our two apostolic Churches, in equality and 
mutual respect, will come again into full communion on the basis 
of the faith, the tradition and the ecclesial life of the undivided 
Church of the first four and a half centuries, shall be a real unity” 
(The Star of the East, Jan. 1980, p.27 and EPIKEPSIS 19TH Nov. 
1979)

4. Present Hurdles for Complete Union

These consultations and findings were conducted unofficially 
through the informal consent from the Churches and untiring  
efforts of some theologians from both groups of Churches. The 
agreed statement shall be fruitfully used for final unity, only when 
they are officially discussed and approved and declared by individual 
Churches. That kind of formal approval and declaration of the 
agreed statements are yet to happen in the ecumenical history of 
these Churches.

Moreover, there are certain issues yet to be discussed and to 
be agreed up on. Some of them are the following:

(1) The Number and relevance of the ecumenical Councils
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(2) Reception or rejection of Church Fathers
(3) The national and international pattern of the Church  

 administration. 
Unfortunately, no official or unofficial consultations were orga-

nized because of many reasons like: 
(1) The distance between the different countries 
(2) Changing patterns of political government and policies. 
(3) Care and concern to protect the national and cultural  

            identity of each country. 
(4) Painful memories of the past rivalry- so many members  

           accepted Islam faith. 
(5) The internal and external problems within the Church 
(6) Practical difficulty to arrive at a common platform 
(7) Lack of general consensus for a combined effort for a peaceful 

           Co-existence and 
(8) lack of an official commission to co-ordinate the consultations 

           in a fixed and regular manner.

5. Future Programme for Ecumenical Efforts

The result and findings of the ecumenical efforts done so far, 
even though appear to be successful, are not effectively made 
applicable in terms of effective inter-Church interactions.  This is 
primarily because they were not officially accepted and propagated 
by the individual Churches. Each Church should appoint an official 
commission to study the agreed statements, and to submit a well- 
documented report for discussion, correction and approval by each 
Church synod. These commissions of the individual Church should 
be authorized by the concerned heads of the Churches to present 
those ‘agreed statements’ of each Church in a “Joint Theological 
Commission” of officially appointed representatives from all  
individual Churches. In order to function, all Churches should  
co-operate and contribute to the formation of an ecumenical body, 
with a common name, office and other infrastructure. This ‘Joint 
Theological Commission’ shall start functioning and take up those 
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issues that are yet in dis-agreement among the Churches. At the 
same time, steps must be taken to co-ordinate all the ‘agreed state-
ments’ and evaluate them as an official “ecclesiastical document” 
for the future discussions, as well as the present ecumenical  
contacts and co-operations between the member Churches. For 
the credibility of these documents, necessary approval from the 
heads of the Churches should be ensured before they are circulated 
publicly to the Church members.

As long as worldwide Roman Catholic Church (RCC) and the 
World Council of Churches (WCC) mostly represented by protestant 
Churches stay at two poles, the middle Orthodox voice is not  
properly heard in the Christian Churches at national and international 
levels. The relevance of ‘Orthodoxy’ is very important in all  
ecumenical efforts. If this attempt of uniting all the Orthodox 
Churches under a single worldwide organization, like “Orthodox 
World Christian Council (OWCC), it can play a very important role in 
bringing the WCC and RCC closer, there by becoming a very useful 
tool in the hand of God for the full unity of whole Christendom 
in the universe, thus fulfilling the prayer of Jesus Christ: “Holy  
Father, protect them in your name that you have given me so that 
they may be one as we are one” – St. Jn. 17:11 “I ask not only on 
behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me 
through their word, that they may all be one” (St. Jn. 17:20,21). 

Let us pray to God Almighty that we Orthodox Christians be 
united to serve the Lord as a useful tool in his hands to bring 
unity among all existing Christians and also those who are yet to  
become true Christians within the Church and outside in the 
world.

◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆
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CHAPTER IX

ORIENTAL ORTHODOX  AND 
ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCHES
(In the light of Vienna Consultations)

1. Preamble

It is the Roman Catholic initiative through the Vienna based 
organization called ‘Pro-Oriente’ that these initial dialogues were 
made possible. Four consultations were organized in 1971, 1973, 
1976 and 1978. Even though these meetings were not officially 
organized by the concerned authorities of the Churches, the  
quality of the Church members who participated and the depth of 
the subjects discussed show the significance of these consultations 
in the history of the ecumenical movement. Scholars in Theology 
and Church History participated from the Roman Catholic Church as 
well as the Coptic, Syrian, Armenian, Ethiopian and Indian- Oriental 
Orthodox Churches. They could discuss important issues and 
could reach in an agreement to produce certain common  
communiqué. Still there are some more points to be discussed.  
26 papers were presented by scholars from two sides, during 
these four Vienna consultations. Detailed studies and discussion 
were followed and all papers, findings, agreed documents etc 
were properly arranged and published in a Vienna Publication 
called “Wort and Wahreheit”. These consultations helped both 
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Churches to find out not only the points of agreement but also 
points of real disagreement too. 

The main points of disagreement were: 

(1) nature of the person of Jesus Christ  

(2) the infallibility and supremacy of the Pope. 

When the discussion revealed the true position of both Churches 
on these points, they could see that the possible establishment 
of communion between the two Churches was not far away.  
Especially, the Roman Catholic position on these issues has become 
more flexible, after their second Vatican Council held during  
1962-65.Even then, a true unity (not uniformity) is brought only  
if more flexible approaches are made on both sides.

A. Points of Agreement

1) The Nature of the Person of Jesus Christ

This was the point of disagreement at the Council of Chalcedon 
in AD 451. The minority Oriental Churches were accused of as 
“Monophysites” by the other major group. They in turn called 
them the “Diophysites”. But, during these four Vienna Consul-
tations, open and scholarly discussions disengaged of political, 
cultural and ecclesiastical barriers, enabled the participants to 
understand each other. They found that both Churches deny and 
reject the teachings of Eutychus (monophysitism) and Nestorius 
(Diophysitism), since those heresies negate the true Christological 
teaching about the nature of Christ as “one incarnate nature of 
God the word”.

They could recognize each other their fault of accusing the  
Oriental Orthodox faith as ‘Monophysitism’, or the Roman Catholic 
faith as “Diophysitism’ and that there is no more relevance in 
keeping a distance on Christological issues. We read in the agreed 
statement of the Vienna consultation like this: “We all agree in 
rejecting both the Nestorian and the Eutychian position about  
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Jesus Christ”. (See Rev. Fr. K. M. George – ‘The West and East 
meet’, Star of the East, July 1982, p.22). Thus the differences of 
opinion between Oriental Orthodox and Catholic Churches on the 
full humanity, full divinity and the relationship between them on 
Christ are fully discarded through these Vienna Consultations.

“One incarnate nature of God the Word”…. does not deny, but 
rather express the full and perfect humanity and divinity of Christ” 
(Quoted by Fr. Dr. V. C. Samuel – The Vienna Consultations, Star of 
the East, Jan. 1979. p. 7). Both parties in the consultation agreed 
that the difference is not in the essence of the idea, but in the 
failure of communicating that ‘essence’ through linguistic hurdles. 
Rev. Dr. V.C. Samuel of the Indian Orthodox Church had played very 
important role in formulating such a consensus on Christology. 
His opinion is relevant: “The two Church traditions then conserve 
the doctrinal heritage of the pre-Chalcedonians Church, unreser- 
vedly by means of their respective terminologies (See Star of 
the East, Jan. 1979, p.7). Even though, the true essence of Christ  
cannot be fully comprehended and expressed in human words,  
a general description of their understanding of Christ was  
published as a “Common Communique” as follows:

“We believe that our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ is God the 
Son incarnate, perfect in His divinity, and perfect in his humanity. 
His divinity was not separated from his humanity for a single  
moment, not for a twinkling of an eye. His humanity is one with 
us, His divinity without Co-mixture, without confusion, without 
division and without separation. We in our Common Faith in 
the one Lord Jesus Christ, regard his mystery inexhaustible and  
ineffable and for the human mind never fully comprehensible or 
expressible” (The Star of the East, July 82, p.22).” 

Through this agreed statement both these Churches declared 
that they found full agreement in the cardinal Faith issues in Chris-
tology. This seems to be a basic achievement in the history of ecu-
menical attempt in the second half of the 20th Century.
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2) General Ecumenical Councils (Synods)

In the Vienna discussion, they found that the decisions
taken in the first three councils (Nicea 325, Constantinople 381 and  
Ephesus 431) are that of the undivided Church, and that they have 
more credibility, relevance and fullness than the decisions of the  
later councils. This was declared by them in a common agreed  
statement: “We find our common basis in the same apostolic 
tradition particularly affirmed in the Nicen- Constantinopolitan 
creed. We all confess the dogmatic decisions and teachings of 
Nicea, Constantinople and Ephesus.

In another passage they declare: “We agree that the first  
three ecumenical councils had, because of their more general  
acceptance in the Church a greater degree of fullness, which the 
later councils do not have” (The Star of the East, July 82, p.23).  
In short, the consensus on Christology, together with the  
antecedence given to the decisions of the first three Ecumenical 
Council stays as a remarkable stepping stone towards the future 
prospects of dialogue. 

B. Points of Disagreement

1) The Issue of Infallibility

The word “infallibility” is not acceptable in the Orthodox
Churches. But the Orthodox Church upholds a dependable or in-
defectible teaching authority. This indefectible authority is not 
vested in a person or in a Council, but only in the whole Church 
as the Body of Christ which is being guided by the Holy Spirit into 
all truth. Since the Westerners argued that the Roman Catholic 
Church alone is the only Church that can claim fullness and whole-
ness and that they hold “infallibility” in themselves, there could 
not be an agreement on this issue. Anyhow, they could reach to an 
agreement that the infallibility or indefectibility is to be claimed 
not by any individual or institution, but by the Church as a whole, 
and they could produce a common declaration: “There was agree-
ment that the infallibility or as the Oriental Orthodox prefer to say 
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dependable teaching authority, pertains to the Church as a whole 
as the body of Christ and the abode of the Holy Spirit” (Star of the 
East, July, 82, p.23). 

2) The Primacy of the Pope the Bishop of Rome

The Roman Catholic traditional faith is that the ‘authority’ of 
Christ was given to St. Peter as an individual leader of the college 
of Apostles and that the Pope of Rome and his successors hold 
that full authority to rule over the whole Christendom anywhere 
in the world, as the only successor of St. Peter. Though it is not 
easy to change this understanding all together at one stretch, the 
consultation agreed that the authority of Pope is not above the 
council decisions taken within the Church, thereby  agreeing that 
the authority of Pope is subject to the conciliar authority, which 
in turn questioned the “primacy concept” of Papacy. The agreed 
statement reads like this;

“The principle of collegiality emphasized by the second Vatican 
Council is appreciated as a move in the right direction according 
to which the role of the bishop of Rome (Pope) is seem within the 
Council and not above it” (Ibid., p. 23-24).

3) Mutual Condemnation of Church Fathers

The ‘anathemas’ or condemnations on certain Church Fathers 
are still an unresolved issue. The dialogues could not make any 
clear agreements. But they could reach to a mutual understanding 
that the condemning terminologies could be removed from their 
own liturgies and that no compulsory rejection or reception 
should be enforced in the case of those who had been already 
condemned by each group.

4) “Local” (National) and “Universal” Churches

The Orthodox Churches hold the view that every Eucharistic 
Community in any locality, having true faith and valid ministry, 
bears the fullness of the One Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church. 
On the contrary, the Roman Catholic Church argued that, since  
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every local Church is only a part of the universal Church, they 
cannot claim to have the fullness of the universal Roman Catholic 
Church under the Pope of Rome.

But they could come to a common agreement to the effect that 
the local Church is potentially capable of having the fullness and 
unity, in relation with the universal Church. The common decla-
ration reads like this: “It is the same mystery of the One, Holy, 
Catholic, Apostolic Church, the Body of our risen and ascended 
Lord that is being manifest both in the ‘local’ Church and in the 
‘universal’ Church”.

It is good to have administrative arrangements like universal 
Synods and other conciliar framework for better growth and  
functioning of the Church in a multi dimensional atmosphere of 
the modern multinational challenges. But that does not mean 
that the ‘local’ Churches are not capable of local Christian witness,  
unless it becomes a part of the universal framework.

The Orthodox Church at the same time could agree to the  
principles of hierarchical development of the titles of their heads 
like Presbyter, Episcopos, Metropolitan, (Bishop, Archbishop),  
Catholicos, Patriarchs, Pope etc, according to the strength and 
width of the geographical size of the Church. But they cannot 
agree to the Roman claim that the title “Pope, the Bishop of Rome” 
alone should always be the highest universal title. Even though an 
agreed statement could not be produced in these consultations 
a common declaration could be made like this.

“In the light of the newly emerging global perspectives and  
pluralistic tendencies in the world community, the Churches should 
undertake afresh primacy with a new vision of our future unity” 
(Star of the East. Jan. 79, p.10). “The structure will be basically 
conciliar. No single Church in the communion will by itself be  
regarded as the source and origin of that communion; the source 
of that unity of the Church is the action of the Triune God” (Star of 
the East, July. 1982, p.24). 
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5. The “Uniate” Churches of different ‘Rites’

The Roman Catholic Church has made a policy of bringing the 
Orthodox Church members in to their ‘Fold’, as a kind of world-
wide ‘mission’. Thus there are many “Catholic-Orthodox” Churches 
as a parallel hurdle for the unity of Orthodox Churches all over 
the world. Even against the Western tradition, the Roman Catholic 
Church appoints heads with the title Metropolitans, Catholicos, 
and Patriarchs for these uniate Churches, under the supreme  
Jurisdiction of the Pope of Rome.

This happened in the Indian Orthodox Church in 1930, when one 
of the bishops of the Orthodox Church, Metropolitan Mar Ivanios, 
 joined the Roman Catholic Church, and grew up to the level of an 
archdiocese. In 2006, the archbishop Cyril Baselios was said to be 
given an additional title “The Catholicos” which is quite unknown 
hence making it an oddity in the Western Catholic tradition. This 
step by ‘Rome’ has created confusion even among the other Roman 
 Catholic Churches with Syro-Malabar and Latin traditions in India.

Anyway, in Vienna Consultation the Orthodox group raised this 
issue of “Uniate Churches” and after hot discussion; they together 
could make a common declaration like this: “The Oriental Orthodox 
Churches, according to the principles of Vatican II, and subsequent 
statement of the see of Rome, cannot be fields of mission for other 
Churches”. Even after this declaration, the Roman Catholic Church 
in Kerala continued to “Proselyte” the members of the Orthodox 
Church, luring them with secular jobs and gifts to those who join 
the Church. In 1986, when H.H. Pope John II visited Kerala, our  
Catholicos H.H. Mar Thoma Mathews I gave a reception at Mar 
Elia Cathedral. At that meeting our Catholicos expressed the  
anxiety against the ‘uniatism’ as a hurdle against Christian unity. 
The Pope in his reply assured hearty co-operation for maintaining  
Christian spirit in their relation with the Orthodox Churches. Even 
then the Rome installed a ‘Catholicos’ for the ‘Malankara Rite’ to add  
confusion among the Indian Christian Churches. Unless and  
until the Roman Catholic Church stops this type of “proselytism”,  
the true unity of the Church is not possible.
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6. Future possibilities for Unity

The Vienna consultations could conclude in 1978 with a  
successful record of many agreed statements, as well as some  
unfinished disagreed issues like immaculate conception of St. Mary, 
the “filioque” clause regarding the procession of the Holy Spirit, 
the Authority in the Church, the place of the Bishop of Rome, the 
question of “Holy Communion”, the freedom of local Churches, 
universal approval and reception of the decisions of the Synods of 
the local Churches, etc.

Even though, the follow up work was planned, it could not be 
properly worked out by the concerned Orthodox Churches. But, in 
1983, the two heads of the Churches, the Pope and the Catholicos 
of our Church could meet at Rome, and could express their hope 
for Christian unity. (The Star of the East – Jan, 1983). In 1986, Pope 
made a visit to the Catholicos to renew this ecumenical spirit. Let 
us hopefully wait for a true unity through the Holy Spirit, who is 
guiding the Church into all truth.

There are fruitful attempts for ecumenical dialogue between 
Roman Catholic Church and the Byzantine (Eastern) Orthodox 
Churches. In 1979 H.H. John Paul II appointed a commission as  
a joint venture with the Constantinople Patriarch Demetrius  
I. They have produced a common declaration exhorting unity among 
the two Churches who had parted with each other in AD 1054.  
(The details are given in the journal “Star of the East”, Jan 1980, 
p.31). Pope Benedict the XVI and the Ecumenical Patriarch  
Bartholomew I, on 30 November 2006, have made a common 
declaration to the effect that both Churches are prepared to go 
ahead with effective steps for Christian Unity.

Let us pray and hope that our Father God Almighty shall use 
the leaders and members of the Church to live in this world as 
living examples of His beloved Son Jesus Christ, keeping them in 
perfect union with Him, as well as among themselves, through the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit into all truth.

◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆



89

◆ WALK THE WAY ◆

CHAPTER  X

THE WORLD COUNCIL OF CHURCHES (W.C.C) AND 
THE PARTICIPATION OF THE ORTHODOX CHURCHES

1. What is this Word Council of Churches?

This is a World organization of different member Churches, 
mostly from the Western protestant traditions, along with a 
few member Churches from the Eastern and Oriental Orthodox  
traditions. The Roman Catholic Church is not a member of the 
WCC. There is no comparison between the structure of WCC and 
other ecumenical Councils or that of the protestant, Orthodox, 
and Roman Catholic Churches.

At the initial stage a union of protestant Churches was formed 
with a world vision for Christian unity. Though WCC was initiated 
by the members of the reformed Churches, the Oriental and  
Byzantine Orthodox churches also joined the WCC with a true  
ecumenical spirit. But unfortunately, the primary enthusiasm and 
participation of the Orthodox Churches were gradually diminished 
because of the protestant predominance in the main decision- 
making bodies in WCC, which emphasized on social, political and 
economic issues rather than the primary motto of serving humanity 
with a united Christian mind.
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Even though the WCC represents more than 300 protestant 
Churches, and less than 30 Orthodox-Byzantine Churches, the  
Roman Catholic Church (RCC) is not yet represented. Even though 
RCC is Worldwide, the WCC can give only ‘one Church membership’ 
for the whole Roman Catholic Church. Moreover, the WCC do not 
have any official nature, or political stance, or unity of faith, or  
traditional pattern of Church administration as in the Roman  
Catholic Church. Again, RCC does not like to be mingled with WCC 
because of strong reformed and versatile approach in Christian 
beliefs and practices. At the same time, the reformed leadership 
of the WCC is scared of incorporating the RCC, because they fear 
that their present leadership in WCC shall be shifted to the leaders 
of the RCC. Anyway the RCC is a member of the “Faith and Order” 
Commission of WCC.

Even though there are Central Committees and Executive  
Committees at official level, there are no such bodies at local,  
national or international levels. The Kerala Council of Churches 
(KCC), National Council of Churches (NCC) etc are ecumenical  
organizations similar in the  form and name, but without having any 
organic connection with WCC. It is worth to note the presence 
of youth and women in WCC. There is no provision to accept or  
execute the decisions of the WCC in the member Churches. Because 
of such a situation, the WCC concentrates on the political, social, 
cultural and economic issues in their programme, without waiting 
for the need and response of the member Churches. But, WCC  
prepares and encourages the member Churches to respond  
positively to major global issues in a Christian way. The major  
milestones in the history of the WCC are the general assem-
blies. The year and place of WCC General Assemblies were:  
1948 - Amsterdam, 1954 - Evanston, 1961 - New Delhi,  
1968   -   Uppsala,          1975   -   Nairobi,       1983   -    Vancouver,   
1991   -  Canberra,           1998   - Harare,    2006 -  Porto Alegre, Brazil   
2013     -     Busan, Republic of Korea. 
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2.Participation of the Orthodox Churches in WCC

Many Orthodox Churches, especially the Orthodox Churches 
in India and Ethiopia are founder members of WCC. Our Church 
could co-operate with WCC from the very beginning, and some 
members of our Church could give effective leadership at  
different capacities. H.G. Alexios Mar Theodosius OIC of Bethany 
Asram was one of the pioneers. Dr. Paulos Mar Gregorios of Delhi 
Diocese also could contribute in different capacities like the  
Associate General Secretary and one of the seven Presidents of 
WCC as well as the moderator of the Central Committee for many 
years. H. G. Philipose Mar Theophilus and Rev. Fr. Dr. V.C. Samuel 
also could represent our Church in WCC. Along with these leading 
profiles, let us pay homage to all those Fathers of our Church 
of blessed memory, such as H.G. Geevarghese  Mar Osthathios 
and H.G. Philipose Mar Eusebius, who represented our Church in  
contributing much to ecumenism through their contributions in 
the World Council of Churches. Let us also pay our tribute to the 
first woman President of the WCC, Ms.Sarah Chacko, who was a 
member of our Church.  

 Among the living, Rev. Fr. Dr. K. M. George, Rev. Fr. Dr. Jacob 
Kurian and Metropolitan Mar Nicholovos are representing our 
Church at different capacities in the WCC. The participation of our 
Church with the WCC has been very much helpful for the growth 
of our Church at different fields like theological education both 
for laity and the clergy at the Seminary, the missionary attempts, 
ecumenical relations, charitable organizations and social welfare 
work for the humanity at large.

3.The Orthodox – Protestant Relations in the WCC

Even though all the Oriental Orthodox Churches, and all  
Byzantine Orthodox Churches, except for the Bulgarian and  
Georgian Orthodox Churches, are members of the WCC the voice 
of the Orthodox Churches are not properly heard among the vast 
majority of the Protestant-reformed Churches in the WCC. Because 
of this situation there are some Orthodox Churches who are  
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proposing to withdraw their full membership in WCC, and take 
RCC stand as supporters and observers form outside.

The WCC was formed to encourage the unity of the Churches 
in general. In the initial decades, the WCC membership was quite 
helpful for our Church to organize ecumenical dialogues with the 
Byzantine Orthodox Churches and the Roman Catholic Churches. 
But, WCC could not take any effective steps to arrange such dialogue 
between different denominations of the Protestant Churches. 
Dr. Paulos Mar Gregorios, with all his past experiences in the WCC 
at different levels and periods reached at a conclusion that such 
dialogues for unity between Orthodox and protestant Churches 
were not possible in the near future through WCC. He wrote:

“The Orthodox Churches are now sufficiently by clear that no 
dramatic new developments are to be expected in Orthodox – 
Protestant relation. The possibilities have been explored. The 
ecclesiological difference is too great to be easily overcome by 
verbal formulae. The best we can hope for is a continuation of 
co-operation and conversation especially in the field of service 
to the world, and on the issues that confront humanity as  
a whole” (Star of the East, Jan.1979, p.13). As an evaluation of the 
WCC, Assembly at Nairobi, he further said: “Recent experiences 
in the WCC have so shocked and pained some Orthodox that  
a “reconsideration” of Orthodox membership in the WCC is being 
advocated in certain quarters…… The WCC is being regarded  
increasingly by the Orthodox and Catholics as a protestant  
organization. The presence of the Orthodox is being progressively 
marginalized …. In the General Secretariat, all the three are  
Protestants often irritating the Orthodox…. All in all, the WCC has 
been for some time in the process of institutionalism and bureau-
cratization” (Star of the East, March 1983, p33-36). 

Dr. Paulos Mar Gregorios was elected as one of the seven 
presidents of WCC at the Vancouver Assembly. He suggested 
the following guidelines for an effective functioning of WCC.  
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(1) Appoint a commission to work for the unity of the
reformed    Churches to form a ‘Communion of Churches
of Reformation’ (CRR).

(2) Appoint another Commission to co-ordinate the Evangelical
and sectarian Churches

(3) Start official dialogue with Roman Catholic Church (RCC)
inviting them for a closer participation with non-Catholics

(4) Make permanent system for keeping and maintaining
effective relation with all Orthodox Churches.

Even though this may not lead to an immediate unity of all 
Christendom, these guidelines will enable all Churches to express 
themselves and recognize each other to a certain level, which 
in turn will help them for a friendly co-existence and a closer  
interaction. The best elements in each Church tradition will be 
appreciated and gradually adapted by other Churches. The Bible 
study programmes, prayerful habits, the spiritual practices etc. 
of every Church shall be voluntarily accepted by other Churches  
towards a holistic growth of Christian life in all Churches.

In order to develop such a life style, leaders from the above 
mentioned four traditions should be equally selected and  
appointed at the important decision-making bodies of the WCC. 
Thus, the Christians as a whole should be able to share the true 
love of God, before they enter in to the wider horizon of sharing 
love into the ‘world’ with its diversified problems. Along with the 
renewal and strengthening process within the Church, the Church 
leaders should be involved in the process of reviving the world 
order by enforcing love, justice and peace to all humanity in their 
situations. In order to facilitate this double responsibility, effective 
involvement and fruitful participation of the Orthodox Churches 
within the WCC is inevitable.

4. Some “Fields for Corporate Christian Work” by Member
Churches through the WCC

Even though there are many areas, some important openings are 
mentioned here. 
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(1) Economic stability to eradicate poverty and social injustice
(2) Peaceful and friendly co-existence between Churches

as well as other religions
(3) Upholding true humanity beyond all racial and tribal

indiscrimination
(4) Make alarm for world peace against all threats of war and

terrorism at the national and international levels.
(5) Raise voice against all social injustice and indiscrimination

including the crises of freedom and safety for women.
(6) Organize Christian response to the challenges raised by

modern science and technology
(7) Develop a role model against the moral and cultural

degradation in the society.
(8) Extend co-operation to the government and semi-govern

ment organizations that are working for a creative growth and
 development in the fields of health, education & employment.

In order to participate in these projects the membership of  
Orthodox Churches in the WCC shall work as a catalyst. This will  
enable the other Churches to know more and more about Ortho-
doxy.

◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆
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CHAPTER XI
THE ORTHODOX CHCURCH AND

 THE OTHER CHRISTIAN CHURCHES IN INDIA
(In the Light of Ecumenical Dialogues)

 Preamble

Generally, the people of India may not know the different  
subdivisions among Christians. But most of them might have 
heard of Protestants and Catholic Christians. Is there Christians 
called ‘Orthodox’, and that too in India? This is a question  
sometimes asked by non-Orthodox Christians. Even the so called 
Orthodox Christians are not properly aware of the detailed  
features of ‘Orthodoxy’. Why did such an ignorance about  
‘Orthodoxy’ exist, even though it has a long tradition and a broad 
framework? All that are presented in the name of ‘Orthodoxy’ 
may not have true Orthodox nature in the right sense of the word.

When we examine the history of Indian Christianity, we can 
claim to be as ancient as all other Apostolic Churches in the world 
since this Church was founded by Apostle St. Thomas in AD 52. 
Until 16th century Indian Christians of St. Thomas were single, 
simple and strict Christian Church and were known as “Malankara 
Nazarenes” or “Malabar Christians” or “St. Thomas Christians”. 
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By the coming of foreign missionaries from Portugal, England and 
Bishops from the Middle East and Rome, the harmony and identity 
of Indian Christians were lost, and they were known in different 
names with different faith and practices. 

1. Why did the name ‘Orthodox’ become unknown?

There are many valid reasons for this :

(1) The Orthodox Principles of Autocephaly does not allow to
establish a branch of any Orthodox Church in another country 
and therefore even the Syrian Orthodox Church in India is 
deliberately called as “Jacobite Syrian Church”, though their 
original name is “Syrian Orthodox Church”. They did not highlight 
that name here in India for their convenient control over 
the St. Thomas Christians in India against the Orthodox 
principles of ‘autocephaly’ and ‘autonomy’.

(2) Since there is no modern missionary spirit among the
Orthodox Churches in general none of them tried to establish  
“orthodox mission” centers in India.       

(3) Since each OrthodoxChurch could develop in their
own national culture and language foreign Orthodox Churches 
could not grow in the Indian multi-religious and cultural  
background (Eg. Armenian Orthodox Church in India)

(4) All Orthodox Churches are known in the name of their
countries and hence such attempts might have been discouraged 
by ‘nationality’ spirit. 

(5) The Colonization attitude of some of the protestant mission- 
aries and the religious arrogance of some Roman Catholic 
bishops from abroad, deliberately tried to extinguish the elements 
of ‘Orthodoxy’ considering them as a hurdle for their work. In order to 
impose their faith and practices they had to washout the good old 
traditions of “Orthodoxy” then prevalent in India till 16th century. 

(6) Even the Bishops from Antiochene Orthodox Church tried
to conceal the title ‘Orthodox’ in order to deny freedom of  
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administration with an independent title “Indian Orthodox”, so 
that they can rule over this ancient Christian Community as an 
‘offshoot” of their Church. 

(7) The Western Church historians gave the nick name  
“Jacobite Christians” to the Syrian Orthodox Church, and gradually 
the name Jacobite became popular since 1876 for Orthodox  
Christians like other similar names like ‘Roman’, ‘Marthomites’ etc. 
  Because of the divisions caused by foreign involvement in 
the Indian Christianity, the witness of the Church was distorted. In 
order to reinstate the original vigour and witness of true Christi-
anity, all Churches in India should come forward for freedom from 
all foreign control and dependence in the fields of theological 
education, financial support and administration setup. Then only 
effective Christian communication and witnessing among the 
non-Christians will be possible in Indian Context. It is with this  
target in mind that the Orthodox Church in India tried to have  
effective communication and fruitful interaction and a closer  
affinity between each other and a wider outlook at a national level, 
along with “freedom fight” from foreign rule.

2. Ecumenical Dialogues

Even though, ecumenical dialogues have been successfully  
organized at different levels the dialogue with reformed Churches 
under deep-rooted foreign control is becoming more and more 
difficult. The spirit of Protestantism encourages the division as 
a good sign of growth among the reformed Churches, especially 
among the Pentecostal groups. This phenomenon has badly  
affected the dialogue attempts even among the established  
Christian Churches in India. In order to attain a common witness in 
India, all Christians should come under a common name possibly 
“Indian Christians of St. Thomas”. Unfortunately the most badly 
affected people are the members of the ‘Syrian Christians’ from 
whom all Churches namely the Syro-Malabar, Syro Malankara, 
Mar Thoma Syrian, Jacobite Syrians, Orthodox Syrians and other 
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denominations were originated. Therefore it is the primary  
responsibility of these Churches to come together through  
dialogues at various levels.

In international level through the family of the Oriental  
Orthodox Churches, our Church is actively participating in the  
Dialogue between the ‘Catholic Church and the Oriental Orthodox 
Churches’ and the dialogue between the ‘Anglican Communion 
and the Oriental Orthodox Churches’. Again, there exist a bilateral 
Dialogue between our Church and the Catholic Church, where 
representatives of the ‘Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian 
Unity’ from Vatican, members of the Latin Catholics from Kerala, 
Syro-Malabar and of the Malankara Catholic participate. 

(a) Dialogue between the Malankara Orthodox and
Malankara Catholic Churches in India

Even though, the Vienna consultations could bring the Orthodox 
and Roman Catholic Churches closer to each other at interna-
tional level, in India, especially in Kerala the situation is different: 
Since 1930, a special wing Kerala Catholic Church, called  
Malankara Catholic Rite began which is a kind of ‘Proselytism’ as it 
was a breaking away of a section of the Orthodox Church to bring 
them into the Catholic fold, in spite of the official prohibition from 
Rome. The common heritage and traditions of both Churches 
are to be used for a peaceful co-existence and effective witness. 
The Syro-Malabar Catholic Christians were trying to have a semi- 
independent existence in India, with a name “Indian Catholic 
Church”, instead of their status as “Roman Catholic Church” in India 
(See Star of the East, June – Sept. 1987). This position could lead 
into a more effective co-operation with the Orthodox Church in  
India. The recent appointment of an Archbishop as titular Catholicos 
for the Malankara Catholic Rite in Kerala, has created some  
serious problems and confusion among the Orthodox and  
Syro-malabar Syrian Christians. This Roman Catholic approach has 
become a hurdle for any dialogue with them. Still, many dialogues 
are conducted without having much fruitful results. The Roman 
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Catholic Church could reach to a certain agreement with the  
Patriarchal faction of the Malankara Syrian Orthodox Church, 
since both of them claim the Petrine patrimony.

(b) Dialogue between Indian Orthodox and  the Antiochene    
           Orthodox groups of the Orthodox Syrian Church in India

The Indian Orthodox Church is an independent autocephalous 
Church while the Antiochene group wants to remain as an offshoot 
of the “Syrian” Orthodox Church, under the Patriarch. The clash is 
still continuing since 1912, when an independent Catholicate was 
established hoping to have an independent existence like all other 
Orthodox Churches in the World. Through the installation of a rival 
Catholicos, the patriarch of Antioch closed the door for a dialogue 
between the two groups. May God guide the leaders of the two 
groups to the fullness of truth through the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit. The Patriarch of Antioch can claim only its connection with 
the St. Thomas Christians in India, since 1665 AD. If he holds the 
Orthodox principle of “Autocephaly” for the national Churches, 
he has no right to have jurisdiction over the Church in India. 

(c) Dialogue between the Orthodox and Mar Thoma Churches

As a result of protestant reformation, the Orthodox Syrian Chris-
tians were also revived in 19th century with the positive support 
from the Anglican missionaries. But a group of Syrian Christians 
had got carried away with the ‘reformed’ ideals and got separated 
as the ‘Reformed Church’ later named as “The Mar Thoma Syrian 
Church”, around 1889. Their leader Palakkunnathu Abraham  
Malpan questioned the efficacy of the traditions like sacraments, 
prayer for the departed, intercession to the Saints including  
St.Mary, which were practiced in the Orthodox Church prior to the 
coming of the Protestant missionaries.

But, the Bishops and the theologians of the new generation 
started a series of dialogues to have a closer and clearer under-
standing of each other.  Through such dialogues during 1970 –80’s, 
they found that they disagree on many cardinal points of faith and 
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practices, and hence they could not continue those dialogues.  
The Mar Thoma Church could very well identify with the protes-
tant traditions that they more or less became active in the Anglican 
Communion, thereby more and more identified with the Western 
theological framework, mainly maintained by the missionaries 
from the reformed Churches. However, it is quite encouraging to 
see that the Marthoma Syrian Church has redeveloped an interest 
in exploring the eastern identity of the Church. This new move 
would certainly provide hope for dialogue between the Churches 
in the future. 

(d) Dialogue between Orthodox and Anglican Churches

The Churches of South and North India (CSI & CNI) are keeping
the traditions of the Anglican Church. In 1983, an official meeting 
was held between the representatives of the Anglican Church under 
the leadership of Canterbury Archbishop and representatives 
from the Orthodox Church. As a continuation in 1985 they met 
in England (St. Albans) and circulated a set of suggestions to the 
member Churches. The main suggestions were: Exchange of  
theological students at post graduate level, exchange of theological 
books, appointment of a common theological commission,  
formation of local ecumenical bodies, programme for the study 
of the history of both Churches, organize necessary infrastructure 
for effective co-ordination.

As a result, in 1985 Rt. Rev. Robert Runcie wrote a letter to 
our Catholicos, and 1986 Rt. Rev. Henry Hill visited Kottayam as 
the official Ecumenical Officer of the Anglican Church. From our 
side, Dr. Paulos Mar Gregorios, in the capacity as the secretary 
to the ecumenical relations presented a detailed report in the 
Synod. The FFRRC (Federated Faculty for Research in Religion and  
Culture) could flourish as a result of these dialogues. The theological 
training is being imparted as a joint venture of the Mar Thoma, CSI 
and Orthodox Theological Seminaries. 
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◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

(e) Dialogue between Lutheran and Orthodox Churches

Lutheran Church, as their general policy, took initiative for such
a dialogue with our Church. Because of their enthusiasm and  
curiosity to know Orthodox Church, and to share with us, many  
unofficial dialogues have been conducted. Scholars from both sides 
could present some papers which were discussed in detail during 
various dialogue sessions. All these papers, findings and agreed 
statements have been edited and published as a book (“A Dialogue 
Begins” –edited by Rev. Dr. K.M. George and Herbert Hoeffer, 
1983). Topics like : Justification by faith, Bible and Tradition, 
Virgin Mary, Authority and nature of the Church, approach to  
other religions, Worship, Church and the Kingdom of God, Apostolic 
succession, Nicene Creed, Sacramental mysteries, Deification, 
Salvation through Christ, Baptism, Eucharist, Ordination etc were 
discussed.

Through these papers, our position on the above topics  
were formulated and presented in precise form. This is a great 
achievement for our Church. 
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CHAPTER XII

INDIAN CHRISTIAN CHURCHES ON 
THE ROAD TO ECUMENISM

 Preamble

The Orthodox Churches do not encourage ‘Holy Communion’ 
between the Churches who disagree in faith. For them, Eucharistic 
communion is the final step of unity and not the starting point 
of a dialogue for unity. But at the same time the national, 
linguistic and cultural differences do not stand as a barrier for 
mutual communion. In order to accept Christian faith, the Indian 
Christians need not relinquish the “Indian-ness” of religion from 
their national, cultural and linguistic expressions. At the same 
time, the Orthodox Churches do not hold the view that the ‘true 
faith’ is formed only through Roman, Anglican or even Syrian  
traditions. It is the ‘one mind’ of the Church as a Eucharistic  
community that receives, and interprets the ‘true faith’ anywhere 
in the world. Therefore, if we want to build up a “true Christian 
Faith” in India, the first step is to bring all different minds to ‘one 
mind’ through proper dialogues and ecumenical interactions  
between the Church leaders of different Churches. Without trying 
to set up ‘one mind of the Church’, free access to a common  
worship and Eucharistic communion is found to be a threat to  
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‘actual union’ through ecumenism. We find the tradition of the 
worship of the early Christian Churches with ‘one mind’ (Acts:1:14) 
as the true model for unity. 

One cannot ask all the Churches to accept the ‘Orthodox 
Faith’ as presented today by the Orthodox Church in India. But all 
Churches should be invited to make a search for the true Christian 
faith and tradition as practiced by the undivided Christian Church 
of the first 3 centuries. Let each Church pick up what is lost, and 
reject what is added in the due course of history of each Church’s 
tradition. This is applicable even to the Orthodox Church in India. 
“Most of the known Orthodox Christians are non-orthodox in 
their practice”.

A free attempt to grow in the right path of Christian growth 
should be made by the leaders of all Churches in India. Each local 
or national Church has the freedom and responsibility to imbibe 
the basic essence of the universal Christianity and to present 
them in their own national context. Their foreign relations should 
not be a barrier for fulfilling this local responsibility.

We found that the divisions in the Indian Christianity started 
by the coming of the foreign bishops and missionaries since 16th  
century. A genuine search and interest for a united Christian ‘Faith 
of one mind’ in India, from all Church leaders will surely be resulted 
in the unity and witness of Christianity in Indian Soil.

1. Factors standing against unity

a) Foreign interest, foreign influence and foreign dominance,
foreign dependence on financial, ecclesiastical and theological 
matters are always hurdles for a free Indian Christian Church. This 
does not prohibit any foreign relations that are helpful for the 
healthy growth and expression of Christianity in Indian Soil.

b) The differences of opinion within each tradition of the four
established Churches namly Roman, Anglican, Syrian and Prote 
stant, are real stumbling blocks against true Christian unity.
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c) The over enthusiasm of the Church leaders in building up
Church institutions, and administrative setup, leaving aside the 
spiritual growth of their Churches leads the Christian Churches 
into a spiritual emptiness and moral darkness, which ultimately 
result in mutual rivalry.

d) The leaders of the present individual Churches are afraid of
losing their prominence and leadership in the united structure of 
the one “Indian Christian Church”.

e) The constant changes and uncertainty in the political,
social and economic fields negatively influence the progressive 
growth of Christian unity at a national level as well as in local  
situations. 

f) The involvement of the Christian Church at the national and
international level in the major social and moral issues are generally 
not welcomed, and sometimes they are criticized by the people 
within and outside the Church. This phenomenon also retards the 
growth of unity.

g) There is a growing tendency among the ordinary Church
members to co-operate only on socio-political issues, exempting 
the “Faith factor”. This type of “popular ecumenism”, supported 
by certain Church leaders, is a real threat to true Christian unity of 
the Churches.

2. Possible steps and fields of unity

a)  First step towards unity is to solve all rivalries and differences
within each major Church like Roman Catholics, Orthodox and 
Protestants. It is comparatively easy to solve minor problems with 
in each Church, since they all agree on all major faith issues.

b)  Appoint an official “Joint Theological Commission” with equal
representation of these Church traditions, by concerned Church 
Authorities. Let them conduct dialogues at bi-lateral or multilateral 
levels.  This would enable the respective Churches to understand 
each other without any prejudice. Let them, then submit 
 a ‘common agreed statement’ as a report to the concerned bodies 
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of authority of all Churches and give necessary publicity through 
proper channels.

c) This joint theological commission should concentrate on
the real nature of the Christian Faith and practices of the early  
Christians of first 3 centuries of the universal Church, based on 
their history as narrated in the Bible, in the original writings of 
the Church Fathers and the interpreted history of the Christian 
Church. From this study, the commission could arrive at certain 
norms and style of Christian Faith and Practice, which shall 
be positively recommended for the formation of real ‘Indian  
Christian Church’ with necessary normal adaptations for the  
modern century.

d) Along with this attempt, the joint commission should make
an earnest attempt to study the nature of the faith and practices 
of the “St. Thomas Christians” from the first to sixteenth century, 
a period for which written documents are very rare. But the later 
documents after the 16th century reveal some glimpses of practices 
traditionally observed, and later prohibited by foreign bishops 
and missionaries. The decrees of the Synod of Diamper, and some  
writings of the English authors like C.M. Agur, and Indian authors 
like Ananthakrishna Iyer etc. are some of the examples. This study 
will enable the commission to formulate a set of recommendations 
for the formation of the true “Indian Christian Church” for the 21st 
century.

e) As described earlier, this study and recommendation can be
done by the members of the ‘joint commission’ only if they are 
completely free from all types of foreign ecclesiastical controls 
and prejudices.

f) Even though this attempt for ‘full union’ of all Churches of
Orthodox, Protestant and Catholic denominations may not be 
easily fulfilled, a parallel attempt for social, and cultural mingling 
at general issues that are facing the humanity at large, should be 
organized in order to accelerate the momentum of the attempts 
made for the true Church unity at all levels.
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g) The leaders of all denominations shall take initiative for such
attempts through some organizations like YMCA, YWCA, Student 
Movements, ecumenical gatherings etc. without any place for  
a debate on ‘Christian Faith’ or official worship of any particular 
Church.

h) While developing a mutually co-operative attitude some
selected people of each local Church shall be invited to participate 
in the ‘worship’ of the other Churches so that they can share their 
own experience with the other members of both Churches. This 
process should be done in a voluntary and cordial atmosphere 
without any attempt for artificial attractions or arrogant reactions.

i) The real emphasis of unity should be on the relation between
God and Man rather than the unity through intellectual definitions 
of faith through creeds and councils. The prayer of Jesus, “As you, 
Father, are in me and I am in you, they may also be one in us” 
(St. John 17:21) was really pointing to God-Man relation and unity 
that Christ and His Father in heaven preserved and prescribed as 
a standard for “ecumenism”. If we can find out and follow this 
emphasis of the high priestly prayer of Jesus, all problems and 
hurdles on the road of ecumenism will be soon vanished.

3. Special Role of the Malankara Orthodox Church in the
Church unity attempts in India

The primary role of the Orthodox Church in India is to witness 
the nature and identity of the true faith and life of the Apostolic 
Church, especially that if the first three centuries. The Orthodox 
Church in India should evaluate their own faith and practice to  
ensure them to be true Orthodoxy, and also should be prepared to 
change or correct, if necessary. Then, as a true Christian Church, 
the Orthodox Church should be prepared to have closer discussion 
with other Christian Churches, thus opening a door for mutual  
enrichment of Christian values that are helpful for effective  
Christian witness in India.



108

◆ WALK THE WAY ◆

Along with an attempt to maintain good relations with other 
Churches all over the world a sincere search for the co-operation 
of the local Churches also should be launched effectively. If the 
Orthodox Church is ready to relinquish blind practices that are 
traditionally believed to be Christian, to accept some indigenous 
cultural practices that are traditionally believed to be unchristian, 
then the Church can make use of her vibrant potentiality to give 
leadership in a broader level for an Indian Christian National 
Church. To achieve this goal, the Church leadership should be so 
keen and prompt as to give ready response to the suggestions by the 
concerned “appointed committees”, after necessary discussions 
and resolutions by the Church authorities.

The Orthodox principle of ‘autocephaly’ and ‘autonomy’  
becomes relevant at this point. A self-headed and self governed 
Church alone can execute freedom to execute necessary  
adaptations for effective witness in the local and national levels. 
The existing ‘hired Orthodoxy’ from the ‘Syrian’ national culture 
of the 13th century will have to be reconsidered and modified 
or abandoned as inappropriate to the modern Indian context. 
Faith of the early centuries will have to be achieved through  
re-cultivation of the “Christian seeds” in Indian soil, with Indian 
methods of irrigation and manuring.  In that situation, the present 
“Syrian face of Orthodoxy” will have to be changed into an “Indian 
face of Orthodoxy”. This is possible only through a ‘major surgery’ 
for which the Church should be prepared through the power of 
the Holy Spirit, who will guide us into all truth.

◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆
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“The Way” in many ways could be synonym to 
Christ, Church and the Faith we ought to live. 
For the question of Saint Thomas the Apostle 
of our Lord asking, “Lord, how can we know the 
way”, He answered, “I am the way” (St. John 
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the Way, which is otherwise made oblivious by the murk of diverse 
teachings. The Way from the Apostolic times down to us indubitably 
remains but the wrong exercises of our free will sometimes block our 
views. The author’s attempt is not to repave the way but to enhance our 
visions so that the Way will be made clear. One of the greatest bene�ts 
probably the reader would have, is the comprehensive distribution of the 
topics. Anybody who will take an e�ort in re�ecting on the faith and life of 
the Orthodox Church will have the hassle of pinpointing the relevant and 
needed topics followed by the huge task of presenting it comprehensively 
and successively. It appears that Father Cherian had crossed over the 
hurdle without much of an e�ort. His association with His Grace Paulose 
Mar Gregorios Metropolitan of blessed memory and his commitment to 
continuous learning would have probably rewarded by God in the shape 
of this comprehensive work. He had authored several notable works on 
Orthodoxy and Eastern Spirituality. His spectra of works touched a wide 
range of topics from fasting, spirituality and problem of evil to the role of 
laity in the life of the Church. The Apostolic faith of the Church is transmit-
ted to the successive periods of the life of the Church mainly through the 
continued exposition of the Scripture by the Church Fathers. One of the 
greatest strengths of the writings of Father Cherian is his way of bringing 
the Holy Scripture as the basis while it is followed by the exegesis of the 
Church Fathers.
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